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Nick Addison has taken care of Hollister Welles since 
college. Though the responsible grad student and the 
uninhibited partier were total opposites, they had always 
Shared an inexplicable bond. Nick knows he should stop 
saving the out-of-control Holly, but when Holly hits rock- 
bottom hard—and publicly—he can’t resist coming to his 
rescue one last time. Can’t resist the feeling of having Holly 
need him again. 


Bringing Holly back to New York City, Nick gives Holly the 
chance to face his demons and break his dangerous habits— 
while keeping Holly’s presence a secret from Nick’s wife. He 
doesn’t want to face Caroline’s hatred of Holly...or the 
reasons she might have to resent him. 


Then the tables are turned. Just as Holly pulls himself 
together, Nick’s life falls apart. Now it’s up to Holly to bring 
Nick back from the brink—and to make Nick finally face the 
desires he’s long denied. 


Dear Reader, 
A new year always brings with it a sense of 


expectation and promise (and maybe a vague sense of 
guilt). Expectation because we don’t know what the year 
will bring exactly, but promise because we always hope it 
will be good things. The guilt is due to all of the New Year’s 
resolutions we make with such good intentions. 


This year, Carina Press is making a New Year’s resolution we 
know we won't have any reason to feel guilty about: we’re 
going to bring our readers a year of fantastic editorial and 
diverse genre content. So far, our plans for 2011 include 
staff and author 


appearances at reader-focused conferences such as the RT 
Booklovers Convention in April, where we'll be offering up 
goodies, appearing on panels, giving workshops and hosting 
a few fun activities for readers. 


We're also cooking up several genre-specific release weeks, 
during which we'll highlight individual genres. 


So far we have plans for steampunk week and unusual 
fantasy week. Readers will have access to free reads, 
discounts, contests and more as part of our week-long 
promotions! 


But even when we're not doing special promotions, we’re 
still offering something special to our readers in the form of 
the stories authors are delivering to Carina Press that we're 
passing on to you. From sweet romance to sexy, and 
military science fiction to fairy- 


Ò 
tale fantasy, from mysteries to romantic suspense, we're 


proud to be offering a wide variety of genres and tales of 
escapism to our customers in this new year. 


Every week is a new adventure, and we want to bring our 
readers along on the journey. Be daring, be brave and try 
something new with Carina Press in 2011! 


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your 
thoughts, comments and questions to 


generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact 
with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter 
stream and Facebook fan page. 


Happy reading! 


~Angela James 

Executive Editor, Carina Press 
www.carinapress.com 
www.twitter.com/carinapress 
www.facebook.com/carinapress 
Dedication 


For John and Jason. Thank you for your (nearly) infinite 
patience. 


Ò 
Chapter One 


Nick Addison stared at his computer screen and sighed. An 
email from Rich stood out, bolded and unread, in the list of 
incoming messages. Rich’s messages were invariably filled 
with links to gossip sites reporting on their old friend 
Hollister Welles’s latest exploits. Did Nick really want to 
know what was in this one? 


Yes. In the seven years since Nick finished 


graduate school, and they’d gone their separate ways—Nick 
establishing himself in journalism and Holly finishing his 
undergrad and ending up in public relations—Nick had 
followed Holly’s adventures through tabloids and the 
occasional holiday cards they sent to each other. He’d 
watched Holly barhop through life the same way he’d party- 
crawled his way through college, flitting between cities and 
lovers and jobs. Just like in college, Nick couldn’t look away. 


to: addisonn@nygazette.com 


from: rmcrae@importmarket.com 


Welles never could stay away from the cameras. | don’t 
have to wonder what’s happening to him. | just wait for the 
tabloids to tell me. Check it out. Some things never change. 
| know you take the news too seriously to read this crap, so | 
do it for you. 


http://www. outoutout.com/entertainment/wrong-pressley 


http://www. gossipfly.com/entertainment/sierra-lays-down- 
law 
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http://www. stargazer.com/gossip/sierra-single-again 
Rich 


PS: Anne says to say hello to Caroline. Something about that 
Junior League thing with the charity ball. | wasn’t listening. 
She'll know what I mean. 


Nick clicked the first link and scrolled past several grainy 
photos of two men making out. One of the men was tall, 
with short, frosty blond hair. The other might have been any 
blond surfer type with unruly curls, but Nick knew it was 
Holly. A familiar surge of heat rushed through him. Nick 
always told himself it was simply annoyance, but he only 
ever felt it when Holly was involved. According to the article, 
the tall one was Simon Pressley. The last Nick had heard 
Holly was dating some reality TV star named Sierra Pressley. 


Oh. Simon was her brother. God, what had Holly done now? 


Nick clicked the next link and saw a blonde in stiletto heels 
and a skimpy cocktail dress—Sierra Pressley, the caption 
said—screaming at Holly and threatening him with a bottle. 
Skimming farther down, Nick found a flash-burned shot of a 
couple of leggy young women in similarly skimpy dresses 
who were helping Holly out of the gutter. A quick glance at 
the surrounding text revealed that Sierra’s bodyguard had 
thrown Holly out of the party and into the street. 


A third photo showed Holly at some other club, sprawled in 
a corner booth, surrounded by women. In the foreground 
long bare legs stretched up from a pair ò 
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of impressively tall stiletto heels planted on the table in 
front of Holly, then soared up and out of the shot. 


Stripper. In the corner a brunette in a bright red bikini bent 
over to serve drinks from a tray. 


That was just like Holly. Get dumped, get kicked to the curb 
and go right on partying. Why stop? It wasn’t like anything 
actually fazed him, not that Nick had ever seen. 


And then it got worse. The last link led to photos of Holly’s 
Bimmer bathed in flames outside an 


expensive-looking set of condos. Nick gritted his teeth. 


The plastic casing on his mouse creaked under the strain of 
his grip. That woman had no right to punish Holly that way, 
no right to punish him at all if she couldn’t manage to keep 
him under control. She obviously didn’t deserve him. 


Nick made himself close the email. He’d try to find time to 
call Holly’s office later, but for now, he needed to focus on 
work. He had to get this exposé on Senator Ingalls to the 
editor within the hour to make the cutoff for tomorrow’s 
paper. 


As he went over the article one last time, his mind 
wandered. He couldn’t help pitying the senator—how was 
she going to feel, finding out her husband had been 
sleeping with her interns, one after the next, for years? 
Especially since it was election season and her campaign 
was in full swing. Nick couldn’t even begin to imagine. Her 
reelection had seemed like a sure thing, but this would put 
her job in jeopardy. The blame could be laid entirely at her 
husband’s feet. 


And Nick’s. Not that it would keep him from 


breaking the story. Reporting on state politics was his job, 
and he was damn good at it. 
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“How’s the story coming?” 


Nick looked up to see Max, his editor, leaning against the 
half wall of his cubicle. “Take a look for yourself—I just 
emailed it to you. Should be in your inbox now. Her 
husband’s been using her campaign office like his personal 
brothel, and it’s going to sink her career. The lazy bastard 
couldn’t even cross the street to screw around on her. I'll 
never understand that mentality.” 


Max hummed and nodded. “I'll get back to you in a couple 
of minutes. I’m going to check in with Sheila about her piece 


on the bridge funding mess first.” 
“No problem.” As Max walked away, Nick 
checked the clock. 


His wife, Caroline, had gotten them tickets to a show. He’d 
warned her he was working on a big story—that was the 
most she ever wanted to know about his work, was the story 
big enough to garner attention?—but that hadn’t swayed 
her. It was opening night, and everyone who was anyone 
would be there. 


If Max got back to him soon, Nick would be able to get there 
on time. Barely. 


KKK 


Nick managed to get to the Hirschfeld with only 


seconds to spare. He slid into the seat next to Caroline 
moments before the lights went down, but long enough for 
her to grace him with a saccharine smile that assured he’d 
be hearing about his choice of attire—the same suit he’d 
worn to work—as well as his timing ò 
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once the night was over. Then the lights dimmed, and she 
turned her attention to the stage. 


In the cab on the way back to their apartment, Nick turned 
to Caroline and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “You 
look lovely tonight.” 


“Thanks.” Caroline smiled at him, a reward for stating the 
obvious. She knew she looked good, but as she’d said when 
they started dating, she wanted to know he knew it too. 
“Wish you'd had time to look as good.” She sighed and 
reached up to tweak his wilted collar. “It’s probably for the 
best that you arrived so late. If anyone saw you like this, 
they’d think | was doing charity work. At least you weren’t 
dressed like that man in the first row. Jeans on opening 
night. No class.” She patted his thigh. “But I’m glad you 
made it. 


| hate sitting alone. People feel sorry for a single girl with an 
empty seat, you know.” 


“The story goes to print in the morning, so my schedule 
should be back to normal for a while.” Nick kissed her cheek 
by way of an apology and rushed to change the subject. “l 
heard from Rich today. Anne says hi and something about a 
Junior League thing.” 


“Oh yes. l'Il call her tomorrow. I’ve been so busy, I’d 
forgotten. | hardly noticed you weren’t around for the last 
week. How you keep track of everything without writing it 
down is beyond me.” Caroline opened her clutch and pulled 
out her ever-present PDA so she could leave a note for 
herself. “It’s no wonder things end up slipping your mind 
once in a while.” 


Nick’s organization system—pen, paper, the 


recorder function on his phone and his memory—had never 
quite suited Caroline, but it worked for him. 


10 
One Real Thing 


“Rich sent me some links to what Holly’s been up to lately. 
Looks like he’s having a hard run of it.” 


“Holly?” Caroline’s laugh was politely derisive. 


“You mean he’s still at large?” She snapped her clutch 
closed. “I had no idea he hadn’t managed to wrap his car 
around a tree or something yet. | suppose I’d’ve heard 
about it, though. His ambition always did seem to be 
maximum collateral damage.” 


For all that Nick hadn’t seen Holly in years, Caroline’s 
attitude hurt. Nick’s relationship with Caroline had driven a 
wedge between him and Holly. 


In college, they’d stayed close, but once Nick got his 
master’s and married Caroline, everything had changed. 


Once upon atime, he and Holly had been 


something like friends. Best friends, but not like other 
people would have defined it. They’d been at odds on every 
topic, and it had taken Nick a while to work out that their 
debates had simply been Holly’s way to get closer to him. 
Even within their circle of friends, Nick’s relationship with 
Holly had been unique. Holly had flirted with—and often 
fucked—anyone he could get his hands on, anyone but Nick. 
Nick had been the one to take care of him and reel him in 
when he got too far out of bounds. Holly was out of bounds 
now, had been straying further and further in the last few 
years, but Nick was too far away to help. 


“I’m sure you'd have heard about it,” Nick 


murmured noncommittally before letting the 


conversation drift to safer ground. “So what are you and 
Anne working on?” 


Ò 
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Caroline gave him a fond look. “You know, it’s a good thing 
that repeating myself only helps me to clarify and solidify 
my already brilliant schemes.” She leaned over and kissed 
him on the cheek. “I shall count your lack of attention as 
one of your many 


contributions to this marriage. But if you don’t pay attention 
this time, you'll find yourself auctioned off at a charity ball.” 


She'd do it too. Nick put Holly out of his head and listened to 
her plans. 


Chapter Two 


“Rent time.” The pounding on the door was nowhere near as 
loud as the pounding in Holly’s head. 


“Į just paid,” Holly shouted back. Oh God, his head and his 
body were so, so heavy. He unglued one eye and peered 
around him. Heavy because someone was lying on him. 


“You pay last week’s rent. This is this week.” 


Oh, the logic. It burned. Holly dragged himself from 
underneath the body weighing him down. “What week is it?” 
His hands landed on the ancient carpet, and he slithered off 
the bed, picking his way between the empty bottles 


scattered like a labyrinth. His hips came free, and he fell 
forward all in a rush, bashing his cheek against the floor. 


“Third week of June, Mr. Holly. You want me to come back 
later?” 


“Uh, no.” Holly crawled toward the rickety 


armchair by the window. He was sure he’d stashed rent 
money in there. 


“Stop screaming,” someone on the bed mumbled. 
“You're gonna wake the squirrels.” 


Squirrels. It had been that kind of week. The room had to 
stink like burnt trash and tires—drug 


paraphernalia littered the table by the bed—but he couldn’t 
smell it. He hated when he snorted something ò 
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he shouldn’t have. If only he could remember what it had 
been. Fuck it, he didn’t care. Caring was just a reflex these 
days, and an inconvenience at that. 


Holly found a wad of money he’d shoved through a tear in 
the underside of the chair. He squinted at it, but his eyes 
wouldn’t work in the smoggy, yellow half-light. 


“I got money,” he called. 


His legs didn’t want to work, but Holly managed to get to 
the door and pull it open as far as the chain would allow. 


The manager’s face was dark and soft and wrinkled and 
Sagging; random hairs sprouted all over it, white ones, 
putting the lie to the harsh red curls above it. Her face looks 
like a scrotum, Holly’s drug-and-booze-addled inner narrator 
observed. You’re renting from a walking testicle. 


Fuck. Holly hated his brain. “Here.” He shoved the money at 
her. “How many weeks is that?” / wonder if she has a twin 
sister. Balls come in pairs. 


The manager—the patch embroidered on her blue vest read 
Yelena—took the roll of money and pulled off the rubber 
band so she could examine it. “Three weeks.” She put the 
band back on and shoved the money in her pocket. “I come 
collect next week anyway. You need bigger deposit. | smell 
drugs. If cops break down the door, you pay.” 


“Hey!” 
But Yelena’s back was turned and she was off 


down the long row of dingy doors, to hound another 
deadbeat into coughing up the two hundred bucks it cost to 
stay at the motel for a week. 
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“Baby.” The word was drawn out all sexy, but then a cough 
ruined it. A pair of fake-tanned hands tipped with pearl-pink 
acrylic nails slid over Holly’s belly and down to his dick. 


Why didn’t you tell me | was naked? Holly shrieked at his 
brain. Naked and thin. The skin on his belly drooped 
between his hip bones like a sheet hung up to dry. 


| thought you were trying to get a break on the rent. 
“What?” Holly closed the door and rested his 


forehead on the frame, clinging to the handle to stay 
upright. 


“We're outta party.” Malinda sounded bereft. 


Of course we are, Said Holly’s brain. Princess here goes 
through more weed and E in a night than you do in a week. 
Kids these days. 


“Ask your father.” It was about time Holly’s ex-boss chipped 
in. Again. 


Of course the PR firm where Holly had once held a decent 
job working for Malinda’s father had dumped him like a 
syphilitic whore as soon as the pictures of his breakup with 
Sierra hit the papers. Holly hadn’t expected less—Sierra 
wasn’t going to let her PR firm employ her ex. 


Lorne, the cheap bastard, had not only fired Holly, but he’d 
taken the cost of the destroyed company car out of Holly’s 
generous severance package. What was left of the money, 
Holly had vowed loudly to everyone in the office, he was 
going to use to wipe his ass. He hadn’t done that with a// of 
it, but when it came to ò 
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disrespectful behavior, Holly liked to start with the basics. 


Screwing his ex-boss’s daughter was a good 


finishing move—especially since he had it on good authority 
Lorne had cooked up the whole Simon debacle—but Holly 
was done with her. She was in the way of his downward 
slide—because as much as she liked to play tough, he knew 
she didn’t want to go the distance with him. He didn’t want 
that for her either. 


He was sick and tired of being bad for people. 
Wisely, Holly got out of the way as she tried to smack him. 
Three steps to the bed. He could get that far. 


“Fuck you.” Malinda pouted and slouched against the door. 
Holly sprawled on the bed and squinted against the slivers 
of light coming in around the curtains, so he could see her 
professionally sculpted face. 


“You're slumming,” he told her, tucking one arm under his 
head before his neck quit holding it up. “You don’t need it, 
Malinda.” 


“Fuck you,” she said again, tossing back her straw-blonde 
extensions. “You don’t know what I’m 


feeling.” She teetered over to the table—only then did Holly 
realize she was wearing a pair of silver stilettos and nothing 
else—and pawed through the mess until she found a 
crumpled pack of cigarettes. 


“You're feeling like you want your own damn 


television show,” Holly muttered under his breath, but he 
hid it by rolling away from her and off the other side of the 
bed. 
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“What?” Her voice was like a dry stick snapping. 


She paused in the act of lighting a cigarette and struck a 
dramatic pose. 


“Nothing, baby.” Holly found his balance just in time to keep 
from lurching into the bathroom and headed for the closet 
instead. “Just had an idea. How about you go out and get 
something for us?” 


She grumbled, digging through some of the 


shopping bags he’d dropped behind the chair. Holly fished a 
bit of cash out of an old tennis shoe. 


Experience had taught him to keep the money hidden, and 
in more than one place—hidden from himself as much as 
the leeches that kept finding him. He peeled off two 
twenties and grabbed a pair of boxer shorts from the floor 
on the way out of the closet. Putting them on restored some 
small scrap of dignity. 


“How do I look?” Malinda turned to face him. 


Life with Sierra had taught Holly to bite back his first 
answer. It wasn’t usually productive, even on his good days. 
Malinda was wearing a cashmere vest that came to 
midthigh. At least it matched her heels, since it was pale 
gray. He’d bought it on his postbonfire shopping spree, not 
because he’d meant to wear it, but because it reminded him 
of Nick: reserved in form and color, but soft against his 
cheek. She could have it. 


Holly didn’t deserve Nick or anything having to do with him. 


“Great. Very hot. Taking the ‘boyfriend’s closet’ 

look right downtown.” 

The metallic alligator bag under the bed wasn’t his. 
He wasn’t sure it was Malinda’s either, but what the ò 
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hell. He grabbed a few other things from under there that 
were hers—a half-full fifth of vodka, a black-and-pink push- 
up bra and matching thong, a hot-pink snakeskin wallet and 
a silver compact—and shoved them into the bag as well. 
When he surfaced, Malinda was admiring herself in the 
mirror over the rickety dresser. The cigarette, abandoned in 
an ashtray on the table, spiraled a thin thread of smoke into 
the sunlight. 


“I’m pretty,” she said to no one in particular, running her 
fingers through her hair and pushing it back. She had been 
even before the surgeries, but Holly kept that thought to 
himself. Someone’s huge, glossy sunglasses were on the 
dresser, and she put them on, smiling at her bug-eyed 
reflection. 


“Here, baby.” He put the bag on her arm, then steered her 
toward the door. 


“Where am | going?” She looked over her shoulder at him as 
he ushered her out into the blistering sunlight. 


“You're gonna go down to the front desk here,” he said 
Slowly and precisely, pressing the folded bills into her hand, 
“where you're going to call a cab.” 


“A cab? This won’t get me anywhere | need to go.” 


“It'll get you as far as your dad’s office.” Holly pushed her 
away carefully so she didn’t fall off her heels. 


“My dad?” Holly watched her struggle to keep her balance 
and work out what he was saying at the same time. 


“Yep. And you’re going to tell him that since he fired me 
from my job, I’m sure as fuck not doing his for him.” Holly 
blew her a kiss as he closed the door. 


He pressed the lock button on the knob, flipped the 18 
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dead bolt and slid the chain across as the flimsy door shook 
with every punch and kick from outside. Lorne was a lousy 
parent, but Holly was a hell of a lot worse. 


Maybe she’d figure that out someday. 


The tantrum only lasted until he heard, “Ow, my nail!” Then 
no more. For a moment longer, she snuffled and cursed, but 
it faded into nothing, and he was left in peace. As much 
peace as he could get, feeling this way about himself. He 
picked up her cigarette and took a drag. 


Holly wasn’t going to think about how it felt to have 
divested himself of the last vestige of the life he’d watched 
go up in flames. He was going to think of how stupid he was 
to have sent her off with what might have been the last of 
the booze. Fortunately, under the pillows, he found a bottle 
of cheap rum with a good bit left. 


Coming down in the world by leaps and bounds, his brain 
moaned. Holly took a drink to shut it up. 


There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world, though, to drink 
away everything he didn’t want to think about. 


Like how the only thing keeping him together was knowing it 
would kill his mother if he screwed up for real and got 
locked up or knocked off. Dad too, his brain murmured. 


Holly wasn’t sure about that. He jammed the 


Cigarette out on the bedside table without regard for the 
lack of ashtray. His father had two other sons who were 
perfectly functional. Holly had no idea how his father lived 
with the embarrassment. He knew damn well that people 
always said: He took after his mother. 


Ò 
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It wasn’t you. Look at your other children. Holly had to 
agree. 


But his mother... Holly usually tried not to think about her, 
wherever she was. Mentally. Physically she was in 
Minnesota, he was pretty sure, at some pleasant 


“resort” where they locked her in at night and doped her up 
in the morning. When he couldn’t avoid thinking about her, 
he worried about her. About who was there to tell her it 
would be all right when she forgot who she was. 


That was the worst. Holly had always been able to handle it 
when she forgot him, but he couldn’t take the lost look on 
her face when she forgot herself. And that was why he 
wanted to keep something of himself around—because he 


wanted to think he might be able to bring her back 
someday. 


“It’s okay, Mom.” When he was a little boy, he would take 
her hand and lead her to the rose-printed chair in her room. 
“You're fine. Look.” He would point at her dresser and the 
photograph of her wedding to his father. She’d take the 
picture and look at it, then at the woman in the mirror, back 
and forth, until recognition dawned in her hazy blue eyes. 


“My hair.” She would touch the soft fall with one trembling 
hand. “/t’s such a mess.” 


“FII fix it for you.” Even when he had to stand on her sewing 
box to brush it, he always did his best. 


“I don’t want him to see me like this.” She would wear her 
bathrobe for days, until the blue velvet was stained with 
spilled tea and flecked with dried blood from where she’d 
dug at her skin with broken nails. 
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“You look beautiful, Mom.” She had been luminous, like her 
pain had burned away anything imperfect and left behind 
only beauty. 


Holly missed her so much, but he couldn’t take her phone 
calls these days. The doctors, he’d talk to, but not her. He 
took a searing swallow of rum and rubbed his eyes with the 
back of his hand. They’d always had each other, and then 
he’d left her. He always meant to return her calls, but he 
couldn’t deal with the way they ripped him up inside. 


Not talking to her is worse. When he got drunk enough, his 
brain could convince him it was worse. 


By the time his vision cleared, he was fumbling with his 
phone. 


That went as well as everything else in his life had recently, 
but now he had only himself to blame. 


“Yes, Mr. Welles, you were on the access list for Mrs. Welles, 
but Mrs. Welles was discharged on February nineteenth of 
this year. I’m afraid we have no transfer documents. She 
came to us from Brownbriar—have you considered trying 
there? 


Sometimes we do have patients return there for further 
care.” 


“We're sorry, Mr. Welles, but Mrs. Welles is no longer with us 
here at Brownbriar.” 


“Mrs. Welles hasn’t been here at Summerlee for some years, 
Mr. Welles. Have you tried Brownbriar?” 


Holly ran out of rum about the same time he ran out of 
phone numbers and nerve. Wherever she was, he’d lost her. 
No one had called him to let him know. Or if anyone had, he 
didn’t remember. 
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He didn’t deserve to know. 


He had a bit more money. Enough to turn into more than 
enough if he played his cards right. He’d pull himself 
together and find a poker game somewhere. If it was 
something he shouldn’t be doing, Holly was damn good at 
doing it. As soon as he found his clothes, he could get back 
to the business of getting everything he deserved. 


KKK 
to: addisonn@nygazette.com 
from: rmcrae@importmarket.com 


You know, sometimes things stop being funny. Do you think 
he knows what he’s doing? 


http://www. outoutout.com/entertainment/sierras-ex- 
downwara-spiral 


http://www. gossipfly.com/entertainment/sierra-i-left-him- 
because 


http://www. stargazer.com/gossip/sierra-worried-about-ex 
Rich 
The photos in these links were harder to look at. 


Holly had obviously taken his breakup as a sign he hadn’t 
been partying hard enough before, because he’d redoubled 
his efforts. He was looking worse for wear too, pale and 
gaunt, like a ghost of the vibrant person he used to be. 


Nick hated that he could name most of the pills in a bowl on 
the table in one photo—propranolol, speed, oxy, sleeping 
pills, benzos, random antidepressants— 


and he’d eat his keyboard if the ones he didn’t 22 
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recognize weren’t MDMA and DXM. He hated more that he 
could guess which ones Holly was taking. God knew they 
weren’t the ones he needed. 


Some of the pictures claimed to be of Holly buying drugs; an 
article suggested he’d been an addict for years, with quotes 
from Sierra about how she worried Holly might die of an 
overdose. Nick was right there with her. The photos and 
articles were overblown, but Nick could pick out the grains 
of truth, things the drama-mongering writers couldn’t 
manufacture. He could see them because, even now, he 
knew Holly like he knew the face in his mirror every 
morning. Another photo showed the front of the motel 
where Holly was staying, complete with the name 
emblazoned on a bright neon sign, and before Nick realized 
what he was doing, he’d booked a flight to L.A. 


Staring at the confirmation email, Nick surrendered to the 
reality that he couldn’t let it go. Holly needed someone, and 
obviously Nick was the only one who gave enough of a 
damn to rein him in. He arranged for a rental car and told 
Max he’d be traveling to find another of Senator Ingalls’s 
former interns. The idea of another story on the scandal was 
appealing enough that Max didn’t ask too many questions. 
On his way home to pack, he called Caroline. Her phone 
clicked over to voice mail, and he left a message. 


“I’m so sorry. | Know I said I’d have a normal schedule for a 
while, but something’s come up and | have to go out of 
town. l'Il be back by the end of the week.” 


O 


Chapter Three 


The five-hour flight gave Nick plenty of time to use the in- 
flight Wi-Fi to email Rich a scathing thank-you. 


Fucker. If he’d kept his damned tabloid habit to himself, Nick 
would’ve been able to go on at least pretending to ignore 
Holly’s fuckups on the basis he was too far away to do 
anything about them. Nick had known— known-— if Holly 
really hit rock bottom, he wouldn’t be able to leave it alone. 
Wouldn't be able to leave Holly alone. Rich knew it too, 
which was why he kept sending Nick those emails, so Nick 
couldn’t even pretend. 


He’d arranged for a hotel room, found a doctor in L.A.—just 
in case, he told himself, but didn’t think about just in case 
what—and given Rich the job of finding Holly a studio 
apartment within walking distance of the Gazette Building in 
New York. Might as well be able to check on Holly without 
raising suspicion from Caroline once they got back to the 
city—and Holly was definitely coming back to the city with 
him. Nick wasn’t about to leave him alone again. 


His rental car had satellite navigation, and once Nick 
programmed in the address, it didn’t take him long—for 
some value of “long” that included the hell of L.A. traffic—to 
find the sleazy motel the article had said Holly was calling 
home. Nick hoped the photo had been recent enough that 
Holly was still there. Nick 24 
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had no idea what he was going to do if Holly had already 
moved on. 


The woman behind the counter in the dingy motel’s equally 
dingy office suited her surroundings 


surprisingly well. Nick slipped her a fifty to “jog her 
memory” regarding Holly’s location, and he was pointed 
down the long strip of doors. 


“On the end,” she said. “I knew that one would be trouble. 
You a Fed? Lawyer?” 


It was the clothes. Not many people wore suits in places like 
this. He didn’t bother to correct her, though. His heart was 
pounding; he could barely keep from sprinting the rest of 
the way. He’d come so far, so fast. Walking those last few 
yards seemed like the longest part of the trip. 


Gold paint flaked off the uneven letters and 
numbers that identified the room: 9A. 
What the fuck was he doing? 


Before second thoughts—or third or whatever he was on by 
now—could stop him, Nick banged on the door. 


“Just a minute.” That voice was not Holly’s. The door popped 
open as far as the chain allowed, and a scantily clad young 
man leaned against the frame. 


“You here to fix the AC?” Definitely not Holly. 


Nick didn’t have time for this shit. “Yeah. I’m here to fix the 
AC.” That would at least get him past the goddamn chain. 
Fucking Holly. 


“Okay.” The kid obviously wasn’t around for 
security. “Wait.” The door closed in Nick’s face. 


Nearly a minute later, the chain rattled and the door ò 
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opened again. Inside, the room was gray with smoke and 
humidity, strewn with clothes and garbage. 


Whatever the kid had been doing, it wasn’t cleaning up. At 
least, it wasn’t cleaning up the trash. “Right there.” The kid 
gestured at the window and wandered toward the bed, 
tugging at the shorts threatening to slide off his hips. When 
he fell back into bed, he sprawled across another male body. 


Holly. Nick almost didn’t recognize him; he was so thin, so 
pale and sick looking. Christ. 


The fear ratcheted up Nick’s anger. He ignored the 
directions to the air-conditioning unit and headed for the 
bed instead. That mop of curly golden hair was exactly the 
same. Nick grabbed hold of it and dragged Holly’s head off 
the pillow. “Get up,” he snapped. 


Turning his attention to the kid, he said, “And you, get out. 
Ride’s over.” 


“Hey!” The kid launched a pillow at him. “Let go of him!” At 
the same time, Holly flailed and caught him in the thigh with 
an elbow, trying to shake Nick’s grip. 


At least Holly was alive. That was something. He was too 
weak to do any real damage or to actually get away, 
though. 


“Stop.” Nick got Holly mostly upright but didn’t let him go. 
Jesus. Holly looked like shit. “You’re not going anywhere. Not 
yet.” He looked at the kid again. 


“Didn't I tell you to leave? Why aren’t you gone yet? 


Christ, Holly, if this is your idea of a bodyguard, it’s a damn 
good thing | came to get you before one of that TV bitch’s 
deranged fans actually tried to get rid of you for making her 
cry on camera.” 
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“Nick?” Holly stopped fighting. He was drunk. No question 
about that. Dead, stinking, fucking drunk. 


“Fuck, what did | smoke?” 


“I swear, it was all good.” The kid was stuffing things ina 
bag. At least one of them was straight enough to know 
when the writing was on the wall. 


“Good luck.” Nick couldn’t tell if the kid was talking to him 
or Holly, but it didn’t matter, because he was out the door in 
the next breath. 


“Is there anything you need in this dump?” Nick didn’t want 
to be here any longer than he absolutely had to be. 


“Why are you here?” Holly wasn’t moving. “Fuck, Nick, go 

home. Or let me wake up.” He buried his face in his hands, 
elbows on his knees. The curves of Holly’s ribs were sharp 
under his skin, bisected by the ridge of his spine. 


“You're awake. If anyone’s having a nightmare, I’m pretty 
damn sure it’s me.” Nick let go of Holly’s hair, finally, and 
looked around. He couldn’t see anything, any damn thing at 
all, in all this mess of shit and smoke and trash. “I am going 


home. As soon as | get you cleaned up enough to get on the 
plane with me.” 


“I’m not going.” Holly flopped back on the bed and stared at 
the ceiling. “Go home, Nick. | don’t even want to know what 
the fuck you’re doing here, how you got here, any of it. If 
this is some personal crisis you’re having, go buy a car, fuck 
a boy, get a tattoo. 


Leave me out of it.” 
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Rage hit, and Nick had dragged Holly from the bed by his 
hair before either of them managed to take another breath. 
His hand cracked across Holly’s face, leaving his palm 
stinging, and he snapped, “Shut up. 


Shut the fuck up. You don’t have a choice anymore. 


I’ve seen what you do with your life when you get to make 
the choices. No more. Shut up and get what you’re bringing 
with you, or I’m leaving it all here for the fucking tabloids to 
scour like a damn 


archaeological dig. Now.” 


There was silence, and then Holly pushed to his feet. “Just 
find me something to wear,” he said icily. 


He looked brittle, and the only brightness in him was the red 
rising on his cheek where Nick had hit him. 


“None of it’s really mine. Did you miss that story?” It was 
only a few unsteady steps to the bathroom, and then he 
Slammed the thin door with a crack. 


Nick let out a slow breath and scrubbed his hands over his 
face, then looked around the room. Christ. 


What the hell am | doing? He found a pair of jeans that were 
just this side of walking on their own and a purple T-shirt 
with glittery butterflies on the front and put them on the 
chair in the corner. Apparently Holly’s bed was still equal 
opportunity. Except for you, said a voice in the back of 
Nick’s head, but he ignored it just as he’d ignored the same 
kind of internal taunting in grad school. It hadn’t mattered 
then and it didn’t matter now. 


The shower ran for a long time, but when Holly came out, 
naked and dripping, the mark from Nick’s hand was only just 
fading at the edges. He tugged a twisted sheet from the bed 
and used it to towel off, then grabbed the clothes off the 
chair and got dressed 28 
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Holly tugged the closet open and kicked away the crap that 
fell out. Somewhere in the mess he found a pair of sneakers 
and a denim jacket. “They’re not going to let me on the 
plane,” he warned. He dug inside the sneakers and pulled 
his wallet out of one, a pair of sunglasses out of the other. 


“lII figure it out.” Nick had been making it up as he went 
along since he’d seen Rich’s second email, and it had been 
working for him so far. “At least you don’t smell like a 
brewery anymore.” He waited while Holly put on the shoes 
and the sunglasses, then herded him out the door. “We'll go 


back to my hotel and wait out the high. What did you take?” 
At least then he’d be able to figure out how long they’d be 
waiting. And if he needed to call that doctor. 


“Why?” Holly hunched up in the sunlight like it was beating 
him about the head. “I can’t remember. E 


and weed and whatever else was around. Vodka. Oxy. 


Does it matter? It’s not like | keep a list. I’d kill for a Xanax 
right now.” 


“No.” The word was heavy with fear. He 


swallowed it and opened the car door. “Don’t throw up in 
the car. It’s a rental.” 


“I'll try not to make a mess of anything in your life.” Holly 
crumpled into the car, face turned away. 


“It’s easier when you mind your own goddamn 
business, though.” 


“I can see how well that turned out.” Nick leaned into the 
car to strap Holly in with the seat belt, then closed the door 
and got in on the driver’s side. He ò 
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keyed the navigation to direct him to the hotel. He hadn’t 
even checked in yet; he’d come straight from the airport. 
His luggage was still in the trunk. He wondered if he had 
anything that would fit Holly, or if he should buy him new 
clothes before they flew back to New York. He didn’t even 
know when Holly would be ready to fly, thanks to Holly’s 


complete disregard for...for everything. Nick looked over at 
Holly, huddled in the passenger seat. Tomorrow maybe. 


Fuck. 
Chapter Four 


Holly woke up in hell. A nice hotel, sun slanting in the 
windows, Nick showering just feet away. Fucking Nick. Years 
with nothing but postcards and holiday cards, glimpses of 
Nick’s perfectly organized life, and then this. Like Holly had 
fallen down and needed rescuing. He didn’t. Holly pulled a 
pillow over his head and willed himself not to go looking for 
a drink. 


He’d gotten where he was deliberately; he didn’t blame 
anyone but himself. He’d be damned if he’d give that away 
like he was some kind of puppet other people played with. 
Apparently Nick had missed that fucking memo. Now Nick’s 
interruption prolonged this continued failure to thrive that 
stretched in front of Holly like the Sahara. Christ, why did 
Nick have to pick now to give a damn? 


Holly wanted a drink. He wanted not to be here, waiting for 
Nick to realize Holly was a mistake that didn’t belong 
anywhere near his life. Again. Yet, as desperately as Holly 
wanted to, he couldn’t bring himself to blow Nick off. 


Nick walked out of the bathroom with a towel 


wrapped around his waist, his dark curls waterlogged and 
his skin still beaded with moisture. He was across the room 
and digging through his suitcase before realization hit and 
his head came up. He stared at ò 
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Holly for a long moment and then said, evenly, “Good 
morning.” 


“Glad it is for someone.” Holly pushed up to 
sitting, trying not to whimper at the pain in his head. 


His own fault. He dragged the blankets up to hug them 
against his chest. He was tired of being looked at. 


“Why are you doing this?” 

“Because | can’t sit back and watch you kill 
yourself in slow motion anymore.” 

“You're doing this because you saw some pictures? 


Don’t fucking look.” Holly needed to shower, to get the stink 
of himself out of his head. He took a breath and moved to 
get out of bed, biting his lip when his stomach lurched. “It 
wasn’t like you were bothered before.” 


Nick grabbed his arm and jerked him closer, then let go 
again, leaving Holly off balance. Holly managed to stay 
standing, because he’d be damned if he’d grab Nick for 
help. “You have no idea what bothers me and what doesn’t. 
You never did.” 


“Hard to tell when you never talk. Or did you think | was 
fucking everyone to fuel my amazing powers of mind 
reading?” 


“| don’t pretend to understand your motivations.” 


There was that distance again. Nick always had tried to 
keep him at arm’s length, as if letting him get too close 
would upset some delicate balance in the universe. 


“Yet you'll judge my actions. Nice. Remind me why we were 
friends?” He stalked toward the 


bathroom. “Or were we? Did | get that wrong?” 


“I’m not judging your actions,” Nick said. “Only the results. 
Jesus, Holly...” Nick sat down in the spot he’d just vacated. 
“I don’t want to open an email from 32 
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Rich one day and find out you’re dead. | can’t keep 
watching, not like this. But | can’t stop either. | never could. 


” 


Way to not answer the question. Holly turned around to look 
at Nick; for a moment, Nick looked young and afraid. Maybe 
that was answer enough. 


“What the hell are you thinking?” Holly leaned against the 
bathroom door frame, arms crossed over his chest to hide 
the way his hands kept shaking. “Don’t tell me Caroline 
knows you’re here. | mean...here, here.” 


“She thinks I’m on a story. My editor thinks I’m on a story. 
The only person who knows what I’m doing is Rich. So if you 
fuck up again, you're fucking up my life too.” Nick looked up 
and said, calm as you please, 


“So don’t fuck up again.” 


“Christ. No pressure, Nick.” Holly was so tired, and he was 
so angry. “So, when you feel better about things, what 
happens to me?” 


“I’m not leaving you alone again.” Nick got up, towel 
Slipping, and pulled clothes out of his suitcase. 


“You're out of your fucking mind if you think you’re going to 
babysit me for the rest of my life.” 


Holly turned away so he wouldn’t watch Nick dress. 


“Actually, you’re just out of your fucking mind. You shouldn’t 
have come.” 


He escaped into the bathroom and closed the door. 


His chest hurt like he wanted to cry. It had been years, but 
Holly still remembered how Nick smelled, the feel of the 
Sharp ridge of his collarbone through his wool sweater when 
Holly rested his cheek there, the way he looked so 
confounded and irritated when Holly ò 
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touched him. It had been years, but Holly still couldn’t shake 
the overwhelming feeling that if he could just crawl into 
Nick’s arms, the world would fall into place around them. 


“But | did.” Nick’s voice came through the closed door as 
clearly as if he were standing right next to him. 


“I wish you hadn't.” Holly let his head fall back against the 
door. Everything hurt. He needed a drink so badly, needed 
something to take to make everything make sense. How the 
hell was he going to survive the flight without losing it in 
midair? “Go find me some fucking Xanax.” There was no 
way he was getting on the plane without it. He had this 
vision of himself laughing hysterically, capering, singing, 


mad as a fucking hatter, going all the way crazy until 
someone shut him down. 


“No.” The answer was flat and uncompromising. 
“I'll drive us back to New York if you can’t handle flying.” 


“Jesus, Nick.” Holly lifted his head and let it thud against the 
door again. “It’s not like I’m asking for a bottle of whiskey.” 
His skin squeaked against the metal as he slowly slipped 
down until his knees wouldn’t let him go any farther. 


“It’s going to be fine. l'Il get you a window seat.” 


“Why are you doing this to me?” And why couldn’t Holly just 
throw him out or get out, just leave? Fuck’s sake, Holly, just 
leave. 


“Because | can’t not. Not anymore.” Something thudded 
over Holly’s head. “I used up all my ‘don’t give a damn’ 
already.” 


“Should have gone into another line of work.” 
Holly tried to get to his feet and nearly fell over. The 34 
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counter was there to hold him up, or he’d have gone down 
with a crash. “Just get me something for the plane. 
Dramamine. l'Il settle for that. Benadryl’s good too.” He 
made it over to grab a couple of towels. Clean towels. They 
felt so good. 


“Dramamine. l'Il pick some up for you on the way through 
the airport.” 


“You're a fucking saint.” Holly cranked the shower to hot. “If 
you loved me, it’d be the fucking Xanax, though,” he called. 
Not like that was going to happen, on any front. 


Holly tugged the frosted glass door closed behind him as he 
stepped into the spray rushing out from every angle. Not 
that he was surprised. Wasn't a lot to love about him these 
days, less than usual, and Nick wasn’t the type anyway. 
Holly couldn’t even be offended about it. If he were going to 
get offended about that, he’d’ve done it ten years ago. 


KKK 


Nick checked the directions on the Dramamine yet again to 
make sure he knew how many Holly should have at a time, 
mentally dividing the blister pack into doses. Two 
compartments were already empty. The closer they got to 
boarding, the twitchier Holly became, but Nick didn’t relent. 
He couldn’t. He’d given in, let go, looked away too much 
already, for far too long. When their seat numbers were 
called, Nick stood and held his hand out to Holly. 


“Come on. It’s time to go,” he said gently. 
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“I can’t do this.” In spite of that, Holly pushed to his feet and 
got moving, ignoring Nick’s offer of help. 


He’d refused to eat as well, saying it would make him sick. 
The sunglasses were off now, hanging from the collar of his 
shirt. His face was dull and sallow and hollow, tight around 
the mouth and eyes. “Just give me a couple more 


Dramamine so | can sleep. | might as well be eating fucking 
candy. | used to take a dozen at a shot when | was a kid.” 


Nick trailed along behind him. It was a familiar situation, at 
least on the surface. Underneath, though, this was nothing 
like anything he’d ever done for Holly in college. “You can 
have another dose once we're ready to taxi to the runway,” 
he said, checking his watch. That would put them just 
before the four-hour-minimum window. Close enough. 


“Damn it, Nick, you’re not my fucking mother. | want to 
sleep.” Holly’s shoulders were rising and falling too fast and 
Nick realized his taut posture wasn’t so much from anger as 
it was fear. 


Nick and Holly shuffled in line to show their boarding passes 
to the flight attendant at the gate, then followed the rest of 
the passengers on board. “Look at me,” Nick said, when the 
line stopped for people ahead of them to shove their 
luggage into the overhead compartments. 


Holly stood still a moment, back rigid, and then he turned 
enough to look at Nick. His jaw was clenched, his dull eyes 
hard like blue stones. 


“You’ve had two,” Nick said. “Once we’re in our seats, l'Il get 
you four more. If that doesn’t work, let me know, and l'Il get 
you another two.” Eight was the limit in a twenty-four-hour 
period, according to the 36 
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package. The last thing Nick wanted was to hurt Holly while 
he was trying to help. 


“Thanks.” Holly’s expression softened a little before he 
turned away. The passengers ahead of them were finally on 


the move. When they got to their seats, Holly fell into his 
and reached to do up the belt. The tongue clattered against 
its slot as he buckled up; his hands were shaking enough 
that he barely managed to get the two ends to meet. That 
done, he turned to look out the window and hugged himself, 
trapping his hands under his arms like he was fighting to 
hold still. 


Nick pulled the vial of Dramamine out of his 


pocket and sat down. Once he was strapped in, he shook 
out the promised four pills and asked, “Do you need me to 
get a bottle of water from the flight attendant, or can you 
take them dry?” 


“What do you think?” Holly let one hand loose to reach for 
them. He wasn’t even looking at Nick, like that would be too 
much. “Wouldn’t say no to vodka, but | know you will.” 


Nick let that one go. He dropped the tiny pills into Holly’s 
hand, and Holly clamped his hand to his mouth, threw his 
head back and swallowed them all at once. It was going to 
be a long flight; hopefully the pills would make it a little 
easier on Holly. “I'll get you some ginger ale and crackers 
when the flight attendant goes by.” If Holly was even awake 
by then. 


“Yes, Mother.” Holly tucked himself up in the narrow seat as 
best he could, keeping his face turned toward the window. 
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The flight attendant droned and waved through the 
explanation of seat belts and exits, and finally the Fasten 
Seat Belts light flickered to life. Nick glanced at Holly as the 
plane backed away from the terminal. It was going to be a 
very long flight. 


Holly shifted, hands on the armrests. Even keeping a tight 
grip didn’t stop the shaking. It was hard to tell if it was all 
fear or if something else was wrong, the lack of alcohol, the 
lack of some other drug. 


Nick put his hand on Holly’s. Christ, Holly was cold. “Holly?” 
He should've driven. At least then he’d have been able to 
pull over and find a doctor if he needed one. 


“I hate flying,” Holly said flatly. He didn’t pull his hand away 
at least. “I can’t breathe. There’s nowhere to go.” 


“I told you we could drive if you couldn’t handle flying.” Nick 
pried Holly’s hand off the armrest and flipped the bar up so 
there was nothing between them. 


“It’s too late now, but next time | offer something like that, 
tell me.” 


“You think | want to be stuck in a car with you that long?” 
Holly’s thin fingers dug into Nick’s hand, twitching with the 
tremors running through his body. 


“You used to like spending time with me.” In grad school, it 
seemed like every time Nick had turned around, Holly was 
there. Holly had been younger, an undergrad in the 
Communications department where Nick was a grad 
student, but age hadn’t made a difference to their 
friendship. 


“You weren't trying to fix me back then. You 


didn’t give much of a damn, that | recall.” 
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“Your memory of events differs greatly from 


mine,” Nick said dryly. He’d spent an inordinate amount of 
time wrangling Holly from self-destruction back then. As for 
giving a damn... Nick pushed the thought away. That wasn’t 
what this was about. 


“At least you kept it to yourself.” Holly’s death grip hadn’t 
loosened; he hadn’t gotten any less contradictory over the 
years. 


“Maybe you were more accustomed to it then 


because it was so constant, and now you’re out of practice.” 
The dull hum of the engines turned to a high whine as the 
plane rolled down the runway. Nick hadn’t thought it 
possible, but Holly’s grip tightened and his face paled even 
more. 


“I'd remember.” Holly’s voice was so thin. 


Damn it, Holly was never afraid of anything. That was what 
made caring about him such a living hell. He was always 
flinging himself headlong into any situation that might kill 
him and laughing the whole time, bouncing out of it as shiny 
as he’d gone in, while Nick was left trying to stuff his heart 
back down his throat. Taking the plane was about as safe as 
taking the subway—safer in some neighborhoods—but Holly 


looked like he was going to throw up. 


“Obviously you don’t.” Nick tried to keep the conversation 
natural, normal, hoping it would help distract Holly as the 
plane lurched into the air. “I lost count of how many times | 
dragged you out of frat houses and off rooftops.” The Seat 
Belt light hadn’t gone off, but the man on Nick’s left 
adjusted his tray 0 
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table and seat, shifting until his arm and leg pressed against 
Nick. Nick slid closer to Holly. 


“You must be exponentially more fucking irritating when I’m 
sober. Which explains a lot.” One of Holly’s knees was 
bouncing, energy leaking out of him to release the pressure. 


“I Suppose you're going to have to get used to it.” 


Nick popped open the Dramamine and offered two more 
from his palm. “Try to breathe, Holly.” 


Holly picked up the pills and dropped them in his mouth. 
“Don’t worry. If | stop, you'll just nag me about that too.” He 
wasn’t as taut as he had been, though. Maybe the first four 
pills were having some effect. On an empty stomach, Nick 
couldn’t imagine how they wouldn't. 


Holly turned away once he’d swallowed. After 


another ten minutes, his grip slipped, and he relaxed into 
his seat. He still twitched and shivered sometimes, like he 
was cold or dreaming, but finally he seemed to be sound 
asleep. 


Nick kept hold of Holly’s hand. Just as a gauge of how Holly 
was doing, he told himself. Seeing Holly relaxed and 
sleeping was more of a relief than he’d thought it would be. 


The raucous laughter from a man several seats ahead 
startled Holly into sitting up, his grip on Nick’s hand 
clamping down. Before Nick’s irritation at the jackass could 
peak, Holly sagged back into his seat, his head lolling over 
to Nick’s shoulder. Holly sighed deeply, then snuggled 
closer. He’d never really woken, Nick realized. The pills must 
have been doing their job. Holly’s awareness of what he was 
taking and what it did was as good as Nick could have 
hoped for. 
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Knowing that made Holly’s situation so much more 
infuriating. 


It had been years since Nick had been this close to Holly, 
but nothing had changed, not for him. Feeling Holly cuddled 
against him like this—feeling Holly need him like this—was a 
rush like no other. Not that Holly would admit to needing 
him—not in college and not now—but Nick knew what it felt 
like. He knew what it was like to need Holly to need him, 
and he knew how badly it would go if he let himself get to 
that point again. He couldn’t let Holly matter that much, 
couldn’t let Holly in that far, because, to Holly, it was never 
real. Nick had never doubted that their friendship had been 
real for Holly, but the teasing and flirting had always been in 
fun, a way to get a rise out of Nick. 


Nick couldn’t do that again, not ever. He pushed the 
thoughts away and focused on what he could do. 


He pulled out his phone and opened a new email to Rich to 
find out about the housing situation. 


When the plane started its descent, Nick thought about 
waking Holly. Remembering the fear on Holly’s face kept 
him from it, though, and he let him sleep until they’d landed 
and were taxiing to the terminal. 


“Holly...” Nick rubbed his free hand over Holly’s arm, 
petting. He didn’t want to startle him, to wake him too 
suddenly. Holly sighed again, something deep and 
contented, and rubbed his cheek against Nick’s shoulder, 
pressing close as Nick continued, “Come on, Holly, we’re 
here. It’s time to wake up.” 
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“Where’s here?” Holly mumbled sleepily. AS soon as he 
came around, he’d pull away like Nick was on fire. Nick was 
ready for it, or thought he was until it happened, and Holly 
jerked back so fast he bumped into the window. “Oh, right.” 
Holly’s face twisted, and he rubbed his hands over it. 
“Christ, | need a drink.” 


Nick swallowed the acid-bitter taste of rejection and said, 
“PIL get you some water as soon as we're off the plane.” He 
knew that wasn’t what Holly meant, but it was the best he 
could do. 


“If I'd Known you were going to show up, I’d’ve drunk more,” 
Holly said sullenly. He leaned back, eyes closed, waiting for 
the plane to stop. When it was time to deplane, Holly looked 
unsteady, but he was obviously determined not to let Nick 


help him if it was the last thing he did. “Let me guess. I’m 
not staying in the guest room,” Holly said once they were 
back on solid ground. 


“You would be if we had one.” It was a lie, and both of them 
knew it; Caroline hated Holly. Nick never could figure out 
why, but it had been that way since she and Holly met. 


If he’d been able to bring Holly home, keeping an eye on 
him would have been easier. As it was, setting him up close 
to the paper was the best he could do. 


“Rich got you a studio near the Gazette Building. One of his 
employees was living there, but she just got promoted to 
the Thailand office. Rich managed to convince the super to 
hold the keys for us.” 


“You know, the two of you could have gone in on a puppy 
together instead of playing Fix Holly.” Holly’s voice was thick 
with bitterness. “I don’t want to be here, Nick. And I don’t 
know what the fuck is wrong 42 
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with you that you want me here. Whatever it is, | hope you 
get over it, soon.” 


Nick didn’t know what was wrong with him either, except for 
the fear churning in his gut whenever he thought about that 
last batch of tabloid photos. He didn’t think it was going 
away, though. Ten years he’d stood on the edge of this, 
twitching under his skin with the need to rein Holly in and 
keep him safe. He was careful not to let Holly out of his sight 
as they walked through the crowded airport, heading for the 
baggage claim. 


“I didn’t see you trying to get away from me back in L.A.,” 
Nick finally said as they stood in front of the baggage 
carousel, waiting for his suitcase to come trundling by. 


“Would it have stopped you?” 


Nick looked at Holly for a moment, considering his answer. 
“Maybe.” It might have. If Holly had fought him, had run 
away, Nick might’ve realized Holly was too far gone to save. 
Or he might have tied Holly up and tossed him in the 
backseat of the car for the long drive home. He couldn’t be 
sure. 


“Maybe. Maybe not.” Holly shrugged. “I didn’t want you to 
get hurt. | didn’t know what the fuck was wrong with you. 
You ignore me for years, then track me down like a stalker, 
Smack me in the face, drag me out of my hotel room. Tell 
me that shouldn’t worry me. Tell me you’d’ve run away from 
that before you figured out what the hell was wrong.” The 
look he shot Nick was angry. Then he turned away. “I’m 
going to get some water before my teeth fall out.” 
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Nick swallowed every angry, bitter response that came 
rushing to his lips, and watched Holly walk away. He’d taken 
the money from Holly’s wallet to keep him from getting 
drunk or high behind his back, so Holly couldn’t get very far. 
Turning back to the carousel, Nick spotted his suitcase and 
pushed past a family of four to get it. Then he went to find 
his wayward charge. 


Holly was on his way back, looking more alive than Nick had 
seen him yet. He was livid. 


“What the fuck do you think you're playing at, you self- 
centered, self-righteous, motherfucking bastard?” 


He smacked Nick in the chest with one hand, backing him 
up a pace. “Where the hell is my money?” Holly’s anger was 
vibrant, fiery, and it gave Nick hope there was something 
left of his friend inside the shell he’d found in L.A. 


“In my wallet,” he said quietly. “Waiting for me to be able to 
trust you not to get wasted the first chance you get. You 
want something? All you have to do is ask for it.” 


“Do you really for one goddamn minute think | can’t come 
up with cash if | need it?” Holly hissed. 


“You're the junkie, Nick, only your high is being better than 
everyone else.” He shoved Nick again, looking like he was 
ready to do worse. “You expect me to come all the way 
across the fucking country with you but can’t trust me to 
keep a few bucks in my pocket. | Know you’re better than 
me, Okay? Give me back my fucking money. Now.” 


“It’s not about being better than you.” Nick caught Holly’s 
hands, and he wasn’t surprised—had never been surprised 
—when Holly jerked away from him. 
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“All you've talked about since | found you is booze and 
drugs, Holly. How am | supposed to feel?” 


Holly was right, and Nick knew it. He was addicted—had 
always been addicted—to how it felt when Holly needed 
him. It wasn’t about the status or knowing what was best, 
not like Holly thought. It was about the need. He couldn’t 
manufacture that, though, so he pulled out his wallet and 
handed over the money. 


If Holly was going to fuck up, he’d do it whether Nick 
allowed it or not. 


“Go on. When you’re done in the bar, you can find me by 
the taxi stand.” 


Holly plucked the money out of Nick’s hand and turned on 
his heel without another word. Moments later, he was lost in 
the crowd. Nick had no way to find him again, not even a 
cell phone number. 


Fear churned in his gut, but he reminded himself Holly could 
have disappeared the moment he found the money missing, 
and he hadn’t. Maybe he’d come back this time too. 


KKK 


As he stalked away, Holly clenched his jaw so tight, he 
thought his teeth would crack. The stinging in his eyes was 
just because his head hurt so damn much. He meant to grab 
a couple of bottles of water at a kiosk, but then he was 
walking into the airport bar. Oh God, he thought. / hate 
myself so much. That didn’t stop him from ordering a G&T 
and collapsing into a dark booth to drink it. 
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God, it was good. He wanted to cry all over again. 


Now he just wanted some coke, and he’d be fine. It wasn’t 
that he was hooked, he reminded himself as he ordered 
another G&T. He’d never really been hooked, no matter 
what he did. It was because he liked himself better when he 
was high. 


Living with himself straight and sober was hell. In college, 
he’d been able to push it aside. There was always someone 
there who'd proved to Holly he wasn’t a failure. And 
whenever he'd felt edgy and crazy, like his brain was 
disintegrating, he’d had Nick. 


Now Nick was right here, and Holly still didn’t have him. 
Holly didn’t even know who Nick was anymore. 


When the second G&T arrived, Holly ordered a bottle of 
mineral water. He’d said he was going to get it. He needed 
it. He was a failure. At least he could make himself less of a 
liar. When the water came, he made short work of it and felt 
like his body was rehydrating with every passing minute. He 
felt more and more human, and it wasn’t the two shots of 
watered-down ginlike crap they served. 


In the bathroom in the back of the bar, he washed up. He 
felt filthy, like he stank in spite of the morning’s shower and 
Nick’s too-big clean clothes. 


Under the detergent and fabric softener, all he could smell 
was Nick. 


Holly had been horrified when he’d woken up on the plane 
with his head on Nick’s shoulder. He didn’t have any 
business touching Nick. In the past he’d done it anyway. 
Now he had to make sure he didn’t. 


Smarten up. He ran his wet hands through his hair to sort it 
out, then bought some mouthwash strips from the vending 
machine before leaving for the taxi stand. 
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Even in a crowd, Nick stood out. Stood apart. He was 
leaning against a concrete pillar, suitcase at his feet, 
separate from the world around him. His hands were tucked 
into his pockets, but he wasn’t slouched or slumping. How 
he managed to look poised and well groomed after a cross- 
country flight spanning four time zones was beyond Holly. 


Holly couldn’t think of anything to say. He didn’t want to feel 
sorry for being angry or for the words that had come out of 
his mouth. He shouldn’t be sorry for the truth. In spite of all 
that, he was sorry. He wanted to go butt his head under 
Nick’s chin and beg for forgiveness, beg Nick to pet him and 
say what he shouldn’t have to say— everything is okay, 
even if you are a Jackass. 


Nick’s long, elegant fingers tucked a stray curl behind one 
ear; Holly could almost feel the silky strands slipping 
between his own fingers. Slowly Nick’s head came up, and 
his dark gaze locked on Holly. There was a flicker of 
something—surprise?— 


and then Nick held out his hand in invitation. 


Holly hesitated, but before he could think of what to do, his 
feet were taking him there and he was slipping his hand into 
Nick’s. He couldn’t look at Nick’s face, so he let his forehead 
bump against Nick’s shoulder and stood there, just 


breathing. Suddenly he was as afraid and unsteady as he’d 
been on the plane. 


Nick didn’t push him away. He held on to Holly’s hand, and 
his other arm came up to wrap around ò 
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Holly’s back, holding him gently, like he knew Holly felt as 
fragile as the crystal figurines they sold in the duty-free. 


“I look that bad?” Holly leaned on Nick for 


Support. The alcohol, even though it hadn’t been much, was 
mixing with the last of the Dramamine. He knew the feeling. 
It would have been fun if Nick hadn’t been there to remind 
him of what he was running from. 


“You look like | could knock you over with a 


feather,” Nick said quietly. “You look like | should be taking 
you to see a doctor, not an apartment. Like you haven't 
slept or eaten in weeks, like you’ve been living on sex and 
drugs and booze.” 


“Can't have the first without the second two,” 


Holly said. His voice came out thin and bitter—Nick wasn’t 
the only one he hardly knew anymore. 


Nick didn’t say anything, but he didn’t pull away either. He 
slid his hand up to pet the back of Holly’s hair; the softness 
of his touch was in stark contrast to the way he’d dragged 

Holly around by the hair back in L.A. 


The touch made Holly shiver, made his throat tight. 


He didn’t want to catch a cab, didn’t want to go anywhere, 
wanted to stay right here, right now. If he could stop 
everything in this moment, he would. His breath caught in 
his throat. 


Holly remembered sprawling in Nick’s bed on a Sunday 
morning, still drunk, reeking of sex and cigarettes, punishing 
Nick for not going out with him by flopping halfway over him 
and pinning him to the mattress. He should have done 
something then. Said something. But while he could take 
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out of bed onto his ass, he couldn’t take Nick dumping him 
out of his whole life. 


So he hadn’t done anything, just like he did nothing now, 
nothing but let Nick’s touch draw him in so his face tucked 
into the curve of Nick’s pale, perfect neck. 


They stood like that for a long time, far longer than Holly 
had expected Nick to tolerate him, this, whatever was 
happening. Finally Nick murmured, 


“We should go. | need to get some food into you.” 


Holly had always wanted the best for Nick. That was what 
made it possible for him to nod and 


straighten instead of turning to find Nick’s mouth with his. 
Wanting something that wasn’t good for Nick so badly, and 
realizing how long he’d wanted it, doused Holly’s anger like 
forty days and forty nights of rain. 


Drugs and alcohol weren't the only things he needed to 
kick. Nick’s absence had always been as bad for Holly as his 


presence. Holly needed to make both stop mattering, and 
now he had to do it when Nick was right there. 


“Chinese. | miss New York Chinese food,” he said, letting go 
of Nick’s hand. 


“There’s a new place just down from the Gazette Building 
that delivers. I’ve heard good things about their Dan Dan 
Mian.” Nick hailed a cab and directed Holly toward it, 
ushered him into the backseat and slid in after him. He gave 
directions to the driver, glancing at his phone once to 
confirm the address, and then returned his attention to 
Holly. 


“You remember.” Now that he wasn’t completely drunk, 
stoned or furious, Holly couldn’t help the way o 
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it warmed him that, even after so long, Nick still 
remembered his favorite dish. The urge to crawl into Nick’s 
lap was overwhelming. He could imagine sleeping there with 
Nick’s hand on his hair until they got where they were 
going. Holly wasn’t even 


listening to where the apartment was. He didn’t care. 
Nick just nodded. “I remember.” 


Holly made himself lean back, almost against the door, so 
he wouldn’t touch Nick. “lIl try to stay awake until we get 
there.” He rested his head on the window, watching New 
York roll by. “And out of your lap,” he added. 


They used to grab a cab home when they were out partying 
with friends and Holly had always ended up in Nick’s lap to 
make room for everyone else—if he didn’t have someone in 
his own lap, making out with him, and damn who was 
watching. Nothing would have been quite as satisfying as 
Nick shoving whomever it happened to be onto the floor so 
he could have Holly for himself, but Nick wasn’t like that. 


Always apart, always above everyone else. Holly counted 
himself lucky he’d never ended up on the floor, the way he 
used to drive Nick crazy. 


The rest of the trip was quiet, save for the 


occasional question from the cabbie. When the cab double- 
parked to let them out, Nick handed over a stack of cash 
and held the door for Holly. The apartment turned out to be 
in Hell’s Kitchen. From the sidewalk, Holly could see the 
Gazette Building stretching into the sky. Nick pushed a 
button on the call box by the door, and a crackly voice came 
through. 


“What?” 
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Once Nick explained who he was, the super was more than 
willing to come and let them inside. He led them to the 
apartment, a fourth-floor walk-up, and after an 
admonishment that Nick had to come down and finish 
signing the paperwork, handed over the keys. Nick peeled 
one off the ring and tucked it into his pocket, then held the 
other one out to Holly. 


“Thanks.” It was the only key Holly owned now. 


Wasn't even his. He dropped it into his pocket and stood 
back to let Nick open the door. Nick waved him into a short 
hallway and closed the door behind them. 


“What do you think?” 
Hardwood floors, and the opposite wall was 


exposed brick with an inset fireplace. A black leather love 
seat faced the fireplace, and off to the side, a small nook 
housed what looked to be a queen-size bed. 


There was a tiny kitchen with a tiled floor and a door Holly 
assumed led to the bathroom. 


“It’s perfect.” 
It was. Holly could rest here. It felt safe. 


“How the hell are you going to pay for this without Caroline 
knowing?” He opened the bathroom door to find a full tub 
and shower, toilet and sink. “How are you going to pay for 
this, period?” Apartment prices in New York were hellish, 
higher than most people’s mortgages by half. 


Nick shrugged and went to look out one of the windows. 
Hands shoved in his pockets, shoulders tight, he said, “My 
trust fund might as well get some use.” 
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“FIL be out of your hair as soon as | can get clean, get work.” 
Holly couldn’t figure out why Nick suddenly seemed so 


distant. “I promise Caroline won’t know.” He walked over 
slowly to stand behind Nick. 


Seeing Nick stressed because of him made his chest ache. 
He was supposed to be the one who set a good example, 
showed Nick how to have fun. 


“I’m sorry,” Holly said softly, resting his cheek against Nick’s 
shoulder. “I didn’t mean for you to see.” 


“I don’t want you out of my hair, Holly.” Nick sighed and 
turned around, catching Holly’s face so he couldn’t look 
away. “I want you Safe, healthy.” One hand skimmed Holly’s 
forehead and over his hair. “I want you to look like yourself 
again, not this...this ghost of who you used to be. | want to 
stop worrying you’re going to fucking die if | look away for 
two seconds.” 


“I’m not...” Holly let it drop, because he’d be lying, and fuck, 
why did Nick have to be so close? 


Nick had never touched him like this before. “I won’t waste 
your time.” He didn’t want to, and he was so damn scared 
he would. He wanted to get down and beg for forgiveness in 
advance, because he was going to fuck up, he could already 
tell, the way his brain was pawing through old memories 
and gossip to figure out where to score. It wasn’t one drug. 
It was all of them, down to cigarettes and booze. 


Nick’s hands fell away. He pulled off a ring, and it took a 
moment for Holly to process that it wasn’t his wedding ring 
but his college class ring. Holly’s ring had been lost in the 
car fire. Damn Sierra. 
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Nick held it out, and Holly didn’t know what he was 
supposed to do until Nick said, “Put it on.” 


Confused, Holly did as he was told, sliding it onto the middle 
finger of his left hand. He was too thin for it to fit his ring 
finger. “Why?” Holly asked, his voice tight. The ring felt like 
a brand, like Nick had claimed him. Holly didn’t want to hear 
a rational explanation that would take away the feeling. He 
would, though. 


Nick was made of them. 


“Every time you look at it, you’re going to think about me, 
and you’re going to remember that I’m watching you.” Nick 
rubbed the bare spot on his finger where the ring had been. 
“You're going to remember I’m taking a chance on you.” 


“Nick, | won’t forget. Really.” Holly wanted to keep it on, but 
it didn’t feel right, it felt like it would mean all the wrong 
things to him and he’d forget himself. “How could I?” He 
started to pull the ring off, and it hurt. Not his finger, but his 
chest, as though the ring were caught on something that 
went all the way inside and curled around his heart. 


Nick’s hand closed over his, stopping him. There was 
something in his voice, an edge Holly couldn’t remember 
hearing before, when he said, “So you don’t forget who’s in 
charge.” 


Any anger Holly might have felt never came, not with the 
way Nick’s voice cut right through to the part of him that 
just wanted to be good for Nick, just wanted Nick’s 
attention, just a little bit, please. He bit his lip so he 
wouldn’t moan. He didn’t have a damn clue what was wrong 
with him. 
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“| won’t, Nick,” he said when he could force the words out. 
His cheeks were so hot and his knees were so weak. “I won't 
take it off.” 


“I know,” Nick said, petting his hair again, those same 
gentle, soothing touches that had felt so good at the airport. 


What the hell is happening to me? Holly was so caught up in 
the thought, he didn’t know he’d stepped in close enough to 
put his head on Nick’s shoulder until a shuddering sigh 
escaped his chest and startled him. Nick’s touches were so 
damn good. Holly wanted to... Christ, he wanted to do 
things he’d never expected to want to do. 


“I’m gonna fuck up,” he whispered. 


“I know,” Nick said again. “We’ll deal with it when it 
happens.” He didn’t stop petting. After a moment, he said, 
“Why don’t you get some rest while | order us some 
Chinese. l'Il wake you up when it gets here.” 


“Okay.” Transference. That’s what this was. Holly pulled 
away and made himself look at Nick for a moment. 
“Thanks.” 


Holly turned away slowly. Sleep. The bed looked so 
welcoming. He kicked off his shoes when he got to it and 
dropped his jacket over the foot. 


“Tell Rich | said thanks for finding this place, okay?” Rich 
had been part of their little circle of friends back in college. 
Holly hadn’t kept in touch with him—hadn’t kept in touch 
with any of them—but given what Nick had said the other 


day, Rich had been keeping tabs on him, keeping Nick up to 
date on his life. 


Maybe Rich could hang out with him some, shake this whole 
unnatural bonding shit that was going on. 
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Like the second someone offered to take care of him, Holly’s 
brain turned off and his survival instinct clung to that 
person. 


Holly lay on the covers, his back to the room, and curled up 
in the alcove. It felt like he was in a little bear’s den. He 
could sleep here. Fuck, he was so tired it was making him 
stupid. When he woke up, 


everything would be okay. 
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Nick carried a mug of tea in each hand. When he got to the 
love seat, he had to clear his throat to get Holly’s attention 
—a far cry from the twitchy, nervous ball of hatred and 
energy Holly had been on the plane. 


“Earl Grey,” he said, passing over one of the mugs. 


Holly had willingly attended the first appointment with his 
new psychiatrist yesterday. Afterward, they’d filled 
prescriptions for an antidepressant and something to take 
the edge off the anxiety Nick had seen up close on the 
plane. It was eerie, the way one tiny tablet left Holly so limp 


and obedient, but it was better dealing with him this way 
when Nick needed to get things done. 


Holly wouldn’t be on the medication forever. “Just until you 
get on your feet, get settled in therapy,” the psychiatrist 
had said as he handed Holly some literature on depressive 
episodes. “After that, it’s up to you.” Nick looked at the 
bottle. Six months of refills. 


It felt like a license for Nick to keep an eye on Holly that 
long—if he wanted to. He’d gotten Holly into this; he needed 
to see him get to the other side. 


Holly looked up from his book—one of a handful of 
secondhand young adult novels they’d bought on the way 
home from picking up his meds and doing some shopping— 
and gave Nick a sleepy smile. 


“Thanks.” Holly leaned forward to take the mug, then 
settled against the arm of the love seat with a 56 
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sigh. Putting his book on the back of the love seat gave him 
two hands to make sure he wouldn't spill his tea. 


“You're welcome.” Nick settled in next to him and picked up 
his cell phone and his notes to get back to work. He had to 
have some kind of a story going before he went back to the 
paper, and he thought he might have the beginnings of 
something here, with a follow-up to the Senator Ingalls 
story. He’d tracked down some of her old interns for phone 
interviews, trying to determine how long the senator’s 
husband had been playing his “if you don’t sleep with me, 
l'Il make sure my wife fires you” game. 


Nick looked over at Holly every so often, though, to make 
sure he was okay. They’d arranged for Holly to see the 
psychiatrist every week, and they’d put him on speed dial— 
right after Nick’s number—on Holly’s new cell phone. Just in 
case. 


“I’m fine,” Holly said when he caught Nick looking yet again. 
He rested his head against the back of the love seat like 
sitting up was too hard, and sipped his tea. Holly and tea 
was a combination no one would believe if they hadn’t seen 
it themselves—he’d always rejected even the slightest hints 
of civility or conforming to his status as the child of a very 
wealthy family. His eyes were still dull, but not as hollow as 
they had been. 


“I see that.” Nick smiled and reached over to pet Holly’s 
hair. He knew he should keep his hands to himself. That had 
always been his rule with Holly— 


don’t touch, hands off—because it was too easy and it felt 
too good. But the petting seemed to comfort Holly, ò 
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which was more important than Nick’s issues with how 
attached he was becoming. 


Holly’s sigh and shiver when Nick touched him were 
completely uncontrived. “They could market you as a 
headache cure,” he murmured as he closed his eyes. 


“I don’t think I’m interested in being sold to the highest 
bidder.” Nick touched his fingertips to Holly’s temple, then 
the backs of his fingers to Holly’s scruffy cheek. No fever. 


“I’m fine.” Holly snapped his teeth at Nick’s fingers, play 
biting that didn’t make contact other than his lips brushing 
Nick’s knuckles. Then he laughed at Nick, lazily, with no 
mockery. 


“Just checking.” The headache comment had 


sparked a flicker of worry—on top of all the other layers of 
worry constantly weighing on Nick—but Holly didn’t seem to 
be sick. Or at least, he didn’t seem to be any more sick than 
he’d been since they arrived in New York. And he was 
looking better, acting better. More like himself, if still sleepy 
and nauseated from his medication. 


“If it makes you feel better,” Holly said graciously. 


He offered himself up, leaning in and tilting his head to let 
Nick touch him as needed. “You should ask first,” he added, 
hypocritically, since he never asked before touching, 
pouncing, snuggling or any of the things he did with 
everyone but Nick. 


“Are you going to say no?” Nick rested his fingers under 
Holly’s chin, touched his cheek, his temple, his forehead. 


“Maybe.” Holly gave Nick a sideways look. 
“Depends on how you’re behaving.” Apparently 
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satisfied with Nick’s inspection, he settled back and let his 
head fall back on the love seat again. 


“I don’t think you should get to say no to some things,” Nick 
said quietly. The reminder that Holly was still on the edge of 
everything, that Nick could miss something and Holly might 
die, came down on him like Atlas’s world. 


Holly looked thoughtful instead of infuriated. 
Thank God for modern medicine. 
“What kinds of things?” he said, at last. 


“I can’t have you saying no when I’m trying to keep you 
healthy.” That was it. Really. Nick just wanted to keep him 
Safe. 


Holly’s face twisted a little. Then he nodded. “If | don’t like 
it, I’m going,” he said, scowling at Nick. 


Nick was sure Holly wasn’t going to like it. No drugs, no 
alcohol, no more sex just to make himself feel better. Holly 
already knew all that, though, and he hadn't left. 


“Tell me what you want to be able to say no to.” 


Nick could think of a few things off the top of his head, but 
none of them were things he could imagine asking for. 
Letting himself ask for. And none of them had anything to do 
with keeping Holly healthy and safe. For a while, silence 
reigned. 


“I don’t know,” Holly said at last. He kept his eyes on his 
mug, turning it around in his hands. 


“Everything. Nothing. | want to not fuck up. Feels like I'll 
disappear if | don’t keep going, though. Like l'Il just go under 
the surface and not remember who | am. 


I’m nobody when I’m not doing all those things.” 
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“Holly.” Nick shook his head. “That’s not who you are. The 
person | keep seeing in the tabloids, that’s not you. You're 
Smart and charming and capable. | Know that, even if you 
don’t. | think you'll remember, though, if you give me a 
chance to help you.” 


“I won’t say no.” Holly’s voice was small and tight, his 
shoulders curved like he was falling in on himself, fading 
away. 


Oh, Holly. Nick put down his phone, moved his notes off his 
lap and reached over, using his fingertips to gently turn 
Holly toward him. “If you need to say no—if you need to— 
you can. Just tell me why. l'Il listen.” 


“I know.” Holly closed his eyes and leaned into Nick’s touch. 
“I hate this,” he said very quietly. 


“You're going to make it through this.” Nick was going to 
make sure of it. 


“I never meant for you to get involved. | don’t want to mess 
up your life.” Holly sighed heavily. “Back in school, | knew. | 
knew what would make you come running. | would have 
managed if you hadn’t. But sometimes | got in trouble just 
for that. | wasn’t doing that this time. | promise.” 


It made sense, with all the other manipulations, that the 
various crises Holly had managed to get into had been 


deliberate attempts to get Nick’s attention. Holly had done 
so many things to get Nick’s attention back then. Nick had 
never suspected his breakdown in L.A. 


was one of those things. 
“| believe you.” But he’d come running anyway. 
He’d needed to. 


Holly nodded. “Thanks.” The mug wobbled in his grip, 
spattering tea all over. “Shit.” He wiped one hand 60 
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on his jeans and held the mug out to Nick with the other. “l 
can’t do anything right.” 


“Hey.” Nick took the mug and set it on the table next to his. 
“You're doing fine. You’re just tired.” Part of it was the 
Xanax, Nick knew, but maybe some of it was that Holly 
hadn't really s/ept since his life had gone downhill. “Go lie 
down, get some rest.” 


Holly looked like he wanted to say something. 
Then his shoulders sagged. “I know.” 


Nick watched Holly for a long moment, trying to figure out 
what was going on in his head. Finally he shook his head 
and asked, “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” 


“It’s not... It’s nothing. I’m sorry.” Holly exhaled slowly, like 
he was deflating, and leaned over to put his head on Nick’s 
shoulder. 


“I can’t fix anything if | don’t know what’s 


wrong,” Nick reminded him, but he didn’t push more than 
that. Holly would tell him if he could, if he was ready. 
Instead Nick shifted to get his arm around Holly’s shoulders. 
“Come here. Lie down and get some rest. l'Il get you up 
when it’s time to eat.” 


“Okay.” Holly curled up on the couch with his head in Nick’s 
lap and made a contented noise. “You fix things just fine,” 
he said cryptically. He put his hand under his cheek on 
Nick’s thigh and squeezed gently. 


Nick didn’t know what he’d fixed, but if Holly fell asleep, 
he’d call it a win. He got his notes from the table and set 
them on the arm of the love seat, picked up his phone and 
went back to work, petting Holly’s hair with his free hand. 
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It wasn’t long before Holly’s breathing slowed and became 
even and the tension ebbed out of his too-thin frame. He 
looked almost blissful. Even the tightness in his jaw had 
disappeared. Seemed like it might be a win. 


He kept stroking Holly’s forehead and hairline and tucking 
wayward curls behind his ear over and over again. Holly was 
asleep, so the touches didn’t matter, but it felt good. Even 
when he made himself stop, as soon as he returned to his 
work, he found his hand slipping over to pet again. 


Nick’s phone buzzed, and he sent up a prayer of thanks it 
was on vibrate. When Caroline’s picture popped up on the 
screen, Nick was startled into pressing Answer before he 


was ready. “Hello?” He kept his voice down so it wouldn’t 
wake Holly. 


“There you are. | was starting to wonder if | was going to get 
a knock on the door from the police.” 


Caroline sounded almost cheerful. “I need to order meals for 
next week. Are you going to be home?” 


Nick looked at Holly. Next week. Would Holly be okay on his 
own by then? Maybe. 


“I think so. I’m not sure when l'Il be coming in, but it should 
be sometime next week.” That gave him some wiggle room 
in case something came up. 


“Well, l'Il just order for me, then. You'll have to fend for 
yourself whenever you feel like showing up. | hate it when 
food spoils in the fridge waiting for you to come home.” 
There was the tone Nick knew so well. Brisk with a hint of 
blame. 


“Of course.” Nick rarely ate meals with Caroline anyway 
unless they were dining out. Their schedules usually 
conflicted, with Nick staying late to get stories 62 
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ready for the next day’s paper and Caroline often in 
meetings for her various charities. “| wouldn’t expect you to 
deal with that. I’m sure | can figure something out.” 


“Well, | was feeling domestic, so | thought I'd call,” Caroline 
said brightly. “The cleaning lady’s taken ill. It better not be 
one of those farm animal influenzas. | ended up cleaning the 
master bath all by myself. You could write a story about 


that: Journalist’s Wife Stricken With Strange Affliction, 
Cleans House. 


They’re sending someone tomorrow, but the toilet couldn’t 
wait.” 


“If they don’t send anyone, call again.” 


“I will. The fridge is vile. You know how | feel about cleaning 
it. All that old food.” Nick could see her expression in his 
mind’s eye: pure disgust. Typical Caroline, that she’d clean a 
toilet but not the fridge, because old food was dirty. “VIl pick 
your suits up from the cleaners tomorrow.” 


“Thank you.” Nick was glad he hadn’t thought to pick them 
up himself. That would’ve completely fucked things up. “Do 
you want me to call later in the week, or just when I’m 
getting ready to come home?” 


“I'll call you if | need anything. Otherwise, just warn me 
before you come home so | don’t mace you in the front 
hall.” 


Caroline would do it too. Nick hadn’t been on the receiving 
end of her itchy trigger finger, but more than one other 
person had. Nick wondered if any of them were really the 
muggers, carjackers or whatever else she said they were 
when she told the stories later, or if ò 
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Caroline was simply lucky she hadn’t been arrested for 
assault herself. 


“Will do.” 


“Happy hunting!” There was the sound of a kiss, and then 
she was gone. 


Nick put the phone down. Had he woken Holly? He checked 
and smiled. Holly hadn’t so much as twitched. 


Nick sighed and tucked a wayward golden curl 


behind Holly’s ear. This wasn’t his life. It was so hard to 
remember that he was only here to help Holly settle in, and 
then he was going back to his life. 


His life was with Caroline; he was happy with Caroline. 
Beautiful, strong, capable Caroline who could deal with 
anything life threw at her and didn’t need anyone to hold 
her up. 


KKK 


Holly hadn’t dreaded a morning so much since before Nick 
walked back into his life and slapped him awake. 


He hadn’t been able to sleep the night before; he’d lain 
awake listening to Nick breathe. He was so lonely. But Nick 
had a life to return to, and Holly wasn’t even staying in New 
York. He needed to get his feet under him and try again, 
even if he didn’t want to. Nick hadn’t left him any choice. 


He watched the sky turning gray outside the 


window, and his throat tightened. The wait to feel human 
again stretched in front of him so far that he couldn’t see 
the end of it. Months for the meds to work. Months for 
therapy to help him change the way he thought and lived. 
He’d been fighting this all his life, being at the mercy of a 
broken mind. The 64 
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psychiatrist said it was temporary, it was stress, but Holly 
couldn’t see that from here. He was still fighting the voice 
that said it would have been better if Nick hadn’t come and 
rescued him. After this morning he wouldn’t have Nick 
anymore, and the voice would be louder than ever. 


Holly rolled on his side, but he couldn’t see Nick. 
Closing his eyes, he tried to force himself to sleep. 


They didn’t have plans to go to the gym where Nick had 
gotten him a membership; from now on Holly would have to 
go on his own. There was nothing to do with Nick today but 
part ways. If Holly wasn’t awake yet, Nick would stay a little 
longer. It would do. That was impetus enough to make him 
Slip into the first real sleep he’d had all night. 


“Holly.” A gentle touch chased the voice, sliding from Holly’s 
shoulder down his back. 


“M not here,” Holly mumbled. 


Quiet laughter and another long stroke down his back. “It’s 
time to wake up, Holly. It’s almost ten.” 


Who’d want to wake up and stop being touched 


like that? Holly peered over his arm. The first thing he saw 
was Nick, and he was glad, after the fact, his smile was 
hidden by his position. “Can it be ten yesterday?” 


Nick’s mouth twisted, and he ruffled Holly’s hair. 


“I’m sorry.” 


“I know you want to get home.” Before Nick could pull away, 
Holly leaned over and pressed a kiss to his forehead. He’d 
done it all the time when they were in college, usually to 
watch Nick get grumpy at the ò 
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teasing, but also because it was as close to kissing him as 
he was going to get. 


Nick didn’t answer, but he did give Holly another smile. 
“Can | tempt you with breakfast? | made coffee, and | 
toasted some bagels.” 


“Trying to fatten me up?” Holly rested his cheek on his arm 
for a moment. How could he smile when Nick was leaving? 
And yet, here he was, smiling. Damn Nick. “Is this one of 
those things I’m not allowed to say no to?” 


Nick’s lips twitched, and he hummed like he was thinking it 
over. “You could have toast instead. Or one of those toaster 
jelly things you insisted on buying. Or fruit.” 


“For you, because we are in New York, | will eat a bagel,” 
Holly said magnanimously. He had no idea if he was hungry 
or not, and he didn’t care. 


He was rewarded with a smile that lit up Nick’s whole face, 
and Nick ruffled his hair again. “Good choice.” 


“Mmm. Choice. | remember when I had those.” 


Holly had been miserable then. “Now, out of my way.” 


The last thing Holly wanted was for Nick to go, but he didn’t 
want Nick to have to worry about that. Nick had a job anda 
wife waiting for him. “You’re between me and my coffee. | 
am still allowed caffeine, right?” 


“Caffeine,” Nick said, stepping out of the way. 


“And cigarettes, if you need them. No alcohol, no drugs and 
no more Xanax than the doctor prescribed.” 


“Yes, dear.” Holly threw back the covers and 


swung out of bed. He felt almost human today as he 
stretched until his back popped. Really human. All Nick’s 
fault. “I mean it,” he added, reaching to brush a 66 
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understand he was serious. “I will. | promise that my 
fuckups will actually be fuckups and not me blowing you 
off.” 


Nick twitched under the touch, but he didn’t pull away. He 
covered Holly’s hand with his and said, “I trust you.” 


“You shouldn’t,” Holly said quietly, Knowing it was true. “I 
wish you could. But thanks.” 


Even first thing in the morning, Nick was 


composed and together and perfect. Like a visitor from 
another planet, somewhere Holly caught glimpses of in the 
Sky in the right light, somewhere Holly couldn’t even get to 
if he had a rocket ship, because he had no idea where it 


was. But Nick came to Earth and visited, or at least he had 
now, and that was more than Holly deserved. 


“I have to,” Nick admitted, letting go and stepping back. “l 
can’t leave if | don’t. And you’re never going to figure out 
how to follow the rules if | don’t let you try.” 


“I know. | don’t want you to have to stay. You’ve done 
enough already.” Holly wandered over to the kitchen, 
shoving his heart down in his chest where it belonged. “I'll 
be okay. | was for a long time.” He got a mug and poured a 
cup of coffee. 


Holly couldn’t believe he managed to eat breakfast, even 
once it was gone, but he did. Afterward he did the washing 
up while Nick worked for a while. If Nick didn’t make sure 
the research was done, the story 0 
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wouldn’t seem like it was worth the trip he’d lied about 
taking. 


Then they scoured the tiny apartment to make sure Nick 
hadn’t forgotten anything, erasing every bit of his presence 
from the place except for the phone on the counter with the 
numbers he had programmed into it. 


It was time for him to go. Even though Holly would see him 
again in a few days, he felt as forlorn as when Nick had 
graduated from college. 


“You're going to be fine,” Nick said, wheeling his suitcase 
down the short hallway. “We’ll have lunch, day after 


tomorrow. And you can call me if you need anything.” He 
stood there, looking at Holly. Just looking. 


“PIIL text you if | fuck up, yes,” Holly said, slowly following 
Nick to the door. He didn’t want Nick to have to explain 
himself to Caroline. “Go on.” It felt like as soon as the door 
closed, the floor was going to fall out from under him. He 
had his hands in his pockets because he was afraid they 
were going to shake. 


“PIL see you in a few days.” Nick looked at Holly for another 
long moment. 


“You will,” Holly promised. The idea he could pick up and 
leave now got squashed the second it surfaced. 


Go back to L.A. and miss lunch with Nick? Wasn't going to 
happen. 


Nick rewarded him with another smile flashed over his 
shoulder, and then he slipped out the door and closed it 
behind him. Just like that, Holly was on his own. By himself 
for the first time in more than a week. 


Holly could go anywhere. Do anything. He went back to the 
kitchen and got his medication out of the 68 
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cupboard, then carefully counted out the number of each he 
was supposed to take. Allowed to take. He washed them 
down with the last inch of coffee in his mug. He abandoned 
the mug on the edge of the sink and made his way back to 
bed. 


Anywhere to go, and nowhere he wanted to be. The only 
thing that would make him less bereft—the only thing that 


wouldn’t mean letting Nick down before he’d even caught a 
cab to go home—was sleep. Holly hugged one of the pillows 
to his chest and closed his eyes. If he stayed really still, he 
could remember what it had felt like as he’d woken up this 
morning. He clung to that as hard as he was hanging on to 
the pillow until, finally, he slept. 


KKK 


Nick slipped into the backseat of the cab and stared at 
Holly’s fourth-floor window before closing the door. 


Holly would be fine; he knew that. Holly was a grown man, 
and Nick couldn’t hover over him every moment for the rest 
of his life. It wouldn’t be fair to Holly. And he already had a 
life with Caroline, one that had been put on hold so he could 
help Holly get this far. It was time to go back to that life 
now. 


Nick ignored the regret and yearning tugging at him and 
pulled out his phone to call Caroline. He got the machine, 
but that would be enough. “The plane just landed. I’ve got 
my luggage, and I’m catching a cab now. You can put away 
the mace. l'Il see you ò 
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soon.” He hung up and gave the driver an address across 
town. Time to go home. 


The driver gave him a look, eyebrows raised, but didn’t 
comment on the lie. When the cab pulled in front of his 
building, Nick climbed out and waited as the driver 
unloaded his suitcase from the trunk. 


“Thanks,” he said and handed over enough cash to cover 
the ride, plus a little extra for the quiet. 


The elevator ride to his apartment was too long. 


Too short. Nick didn’t know. He felt completely off balance, 
and it was all his own fault. He gave a quick knock on the 
door—warning, so Caroline wouldn’t mace him in the hall if 
she hadn’t gotten the message—and then let himself inside. 


“Hello, dear.” Caroline’s voice floated to him. 
“How was your flight?” 


“Long.” Nick closed and locked the door, then put his jacket 
and shoes in the hall closet. “Not too bad, though.” He 
followed the sound of her voice into the living room. “How 
was your week?” 


“Lovely.” Caroline was sitting in the middle of the floor ona 
yoga mat. Her hair was in a ponytail and she was wearing 
what had to be a yoga shirt and yoga pants, because 
Caroline certainly wouldn’t wear anything else to do yoga. 
The image on the television was of a young woman frozen 
halfway through 


dropping her forehead to the floor between her knees. 


“Didn't miss you at all, don’t worry. | think there’s some 
leftovers from La Traviata in the fridge if you’re hungry.” 


“Thanks. | ate on the plane. Maybe in a little while.” Nick 
picked up his suitcase and waved it 70 
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around. “Don’t let me interrupt. I’m going to go unpack.” 


“Cleaning’s back on schedule,” Caroline said 


cheerfully, picking up the remote and shooing him off with 
it. “So no excuse for leaving dirty things around.” 


Pointing the remote at the TV, she resumed her program. 
Nick could hear her muttering dire things as she attempted 
to copy the woman on the screen. 


Once Nick had unpacked and put everything back where it 
belonged, put everything back to normal, back the way it 
was supposed to be, he settled in at the corner desk in the 
bedroom to work. Usually he did his work in the living room, 
but he didn’t want to interrupt Caroline’s personal torture 
session—at least that’s what yoga always looked like to him. 
People twisting their bodies into unnatural poses didn’t look 
like exercise or pleasure. 


“I thought you just spent a week working, Mr. 


Addison.” Caroline slid her arms around his shoulders from 
behind and kissed his cheek. She smelled warm and sweet, 
not sweaty. Caroline didn’t sweat, not since she’d quit the 
field hockey team when she graduated from college. 
“What’s all this going on here?” 


Nick didn’t let himself think about the way the scent wasn’t 
as green and savory as he expected, the way the arms 
weren't the right shade of tan. Instead he leaned back in the 
chair and smiled at Caroline, trying to sink back into this life, 
his real life. “Just letting you finish that torture you call 


yoga.” 


“You're not a very good hero,” she pointed out, bending to 
kiss him on the mouth this time. “A good o 
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one would have rescued me from that DVD.” And gotten his 
ass kicked for it two seconds later, and Nick knew it. “But | 
forgive you,” she added and then kissed him again. 


“You're very generous.” The lips were too lush, too soft, and 
God, Nick had to stop this. He had to stop thinking about— 
just stop. Anything else was going to drive him crazy, 
because he couldn’t have it anyway. 


He opened his mouth under Caroline’s and kissed her 
slowly, relearning her mouth with every lick and brush of 
lips. 


“lam feeling very giving today,” she said, catching him 
around the wrist with one hand and drawing him out of the 
chair. “If you'd like to take advantage of the offer.” 


Nick was lucky. Caroline was a beautiful woman. 


People sometimes said they were more like siblings than 
husband and wife, the way they both had such dark hair and 
dark eyes and pale skin. Caroline’s features were more 
delicate, with a hint of somewhere warm and distant that 
was completely at odds with her cool, brisk personality. For 
all that she could be mannish, as she described it, in her 
actions, there was nothing masculine about her curves. And 
she was always direct about what she wanted, from coffee 
to sex. 


“| would.” Nick slid his free hand from Caroline’s hip to her 
breast, rucking up the snug yoga shirt as he went, so all he 
touched was bare skin. He was very lucky. 


Chapter Six 


“Great story!” Max gave Nick a high-five and danced off to 
his office with a printed copy of the article Nick had thrown 
together to explain his sudden absence. 


Apparently interviews with Senator Ingalls’s interns were a 
hot commodity now that the story about her husband’s 
affairs and abuse of power had broken. 


Nick was having trouble focusing on his success, though. His 
mind kept slipping back to the fourth-floor walk-up a few 
blocks away, wondering if Holly was okay. Finally, at 
lunchtime, as he was walking out of the building to pick up a 
hot dog from the cart on the corner, he gave in and called. 


“Hello?” Holly’s voice was thick and tight. 


The sound made Nick’s gut twist, and he stepped out of the 
path of the crowd and stood back against the building so he 
could focus. 


“Holly, it’s Nick. Are you okay?” 


“Yeah, I’m okay. Sorry. | was sleeping and | left the phone 
across the room.” There was the sound of Holly’s body 
hitting the bed. Nick couldn’t believe he recognized it. 
“What day is it?” Now Holly seemed panicked. “I didn’t miss 
lunch, did I? The fucking meds...” 


“Shh.” Nick wished he could reach out and calm Holly down 
with a touch. “It’s okay. It’s only Monday. 
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I’m heading out to get lunch. | was calling to see if you 
wanted to join me. | Know | said tomorrow, but...” 


He hadn’t been able to wait. 


“I’m not even dressed. If | Knew antidepressants were like 
this, I'd never have wasted my liver on booze,” Holly said 
wearily. “If | meet you for lunch tomorrow, then I can’t miss 
my appointment with the shrink in the morning, because | 
hate lying to you.” 


“It’s not an either-or proposition.” Nick looked at the sea of 
people flowing around him, crashing and ebbing against the 
intersections before moving on. 


“You have to go to the gym anyway.” 
Silence for a moment. “I hate you,” Holly 


mumbled. It didn’t sound very hateful. There were times, 
Nick knew, when Holly had hated him. And then there were 
times he said it and it sounded like something very, very 
different. “Where are we having lunch?” 


Nick hadn’t really thought that far ahead. “The Westway,” 
he decided. “Over on Ninth. Should | meet you there?” 


“Yeah, l'Il find it.” Holly was making quiet noises that were 
probably him wriggling out of his pajama pants without 
getting out of bed again. 


God, Nick really shouldn’t know what those noises were, and 
he wasn’t thinking about the visuals that went with them. 
And he shouldn’t know how Holly’s hair smelled when it was 
damp from sleep, how bitter it was when Holly was sick and 
how spicy and 


honeyed it was when Holly was well. Nick’s head hit the wall 
behind him, and he scrubbed a hand over his face, reeling 
his mind in from all the places it shouldn’t be going. 
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“Great,” he managed. “lIl see you there.” He ended the call 
and slipped the phone back into his pocket, then threw 
himself into the crowd and let it carry him along. 


The diner was crowded, but Nick got a table in the back. He 
pulled out his phone to check his email but ended up staring 
at the door instead, watching for Holly. 


He didn’t need to wait long. Holly slipped through the crowd, 
pushing his sunglasses up to reveal how worn and gaunt he 
still was. He looked drugged and on edge all at once, the 
grace and confidence gone from his bearing and 
movements. When he caught sight of Nick, the relief on his 
face was naked. 


Nick found himself holding a hand out to Holly before he’d 
even realized he was standing up. 


Holly’s cold fingers slid against his palm, and then Holly was 
clinging to his hand. He was wide-eyed and short of breath, 
anxious through the drugs. Nick had never expected to 
witness Holly being stripped bare over and over like this. He 
had always known there was something lurking under the 
surface, whatever drove Holly to be so maddeningly Holly, 
but he hadn’t expected it to be this broken tangle of bones 
and nerves. 


“It’s okay,” Nick said, guiding Holly to sit with him without 
letting go of his hand. “I’m right here. 


I’ve got you.” Jesus, he’d only been gone a day, and Holly 
was a mess. Weren't the pills supposed to help? 


Nick was going to call the damn shrink as soon as Holly 
calmed down and ate something. 
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“There’s a lot of people,” Holly pointed out. He seemed 
Shaken. He’d always waltzed through a crowd as though 
they weren’t there, as though all those eyes on him were 
something he deserved. “I was feeling okay this morning.” 


“Just...” Nick wasn’t sure what to do, how to make it better. 
“Focus on me. It’s just you and me, having lunch. No one 
else matters.” 


Holly did what he was told, literally, turning to look at Nick 
again. His gaze locked on to Nick’s face, and the tension 
drained out of him. Holly exhaled slowly and then managed 
a smile. “Yeah, you’re right.” His death grip loosened, and 
then he let go. 


“You're right.” 


Nick couldn’t let himself bask in the warmth that filled him 
when Holly looked at him that way, like he was the whole 
world. 


“Of course | am,” he said. “It took you long enough to work 
it out. Now, do you want to have a look at the menu, or do 
you know what you want to eat?” 


“You can order for me,” Holly offered. “You know l'Il probably 
just pick the deep-fried arsenic and ice water with broken 
glass if you let me do it myself.” 


The way he smiled was vintage Holly, cheeky and on the 
verge of laughter. For a moment he was cured, like magic. 


“No complaining, then.” Nick couldn’t help but smile. It was 
so good to see Holly teasing again. 


When the waitress approached their table, he 


ordered a bacon-cheese omelet for Holly, with a strawberry 
cup and a glass of orange juice. 


“FIL eat your potatoes,” he said, forestalling any objections, 
and then went on to order blueberry 76 


One Real Thing 


waffles for himself and a cup of coffee for each of them. As 
she walked away, Nick turned his attention back to Holly, 
eyebrows raised, waiting for a reaction. 


“You can eat more than my potatoes,” Holly said, batting his 
lashes and looking coy. 


Nick laughed, rolling his eyes. That was Holly. 


That was what he wanted to see. Holly being Holly, relaxed 
and flirtatious. 


“That, you’re allowed to say no to.” It was a joke, Nick 
reminded himself. Holly had been teasing him like this since 
grad school, and it had always been just a joke. 


Holly made a face, then stuck out his tongue. “No one ruins 
a good idea like you do,” he shot back. 


“I’m not your type, remember?” The waitress 


returned with their drinks, and her presence prompted Nick 
to smile, softening the comment. 


“| keep forgetting.” For a moment, Holly wasn’t laughing. 
“Then again, | don’t think anyone’s my type these days. Just 
as well.” There was the smile again, maybe not as bright. “I 
think you said that was a no.” 


“I did.” Nick hadn’t been sure that particular rule— 
no random sex—had sunk in, though. Apparently it had. 


And so had the presence of Nick’s ring, the symbol of Holly’s 
commitment to following Nick’s rules, if the way Holly was 
twisting it around the middle finger of his left hand was 
anything to go by. Nick couldn’t ignore the way that made 
him feel. The heat racing through him wasn’t anything as 
simple as relief because Holly was acting like himself or 
pleasure ò 
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because he was following the rules. Nick shifted in his seat 
and took a long drink of his coffee, wishing he’d thought to 
order a cold drink instead. 


Every turn of the ring wound Nick tighter, and nothing he 
did made the heat fade. He knew he had no place 
preventing Holly from connecting with other people. 


“If you’re actually interested in someone,” he said, trying to 
dispel his tension by setting Holly free to find someone else, 


“but not if it’s just to pass the time or make yourself feel 
better.” 


“| don’t think l'Il be interested in anyone anytime soon.” 
Holly looked at his fingers as though he’d only just realized 
what he was doing. “It never works out quite the way | think 
it will. Not in the good way.” He set Nick’s ring properly on 
his finger, then reached for his coffee. 


When the waitress came back with their food, Nick took the 
opportunity to distract himself by watching Holly eat. Some 
distraction—Holly’s lips parted, the fork slid in and every 
thought flashing through Nick’s head needed to stop. 


A crash from the back—nothing too loud, just a stack of 
dishes losing an argument with gravity in some dishban— 
startled Holly into dropping his fork. 


His breath caught and his lips got tight and pale with anger. 
When he picked the fork back up, he stabbed it through a 
strawberry. It was like the noise had broken the spell and the 
tension was ramping up in him again. 


It wasn’t fearful this time; this was all frustration. 
“This can be done any fucking time,” he said flatly. 
That was enough to bring Nick back to earth. 

Seeing Holly so easily startled and frightened was 78 
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painful. He reached out and caught Holly’s hand, stopping 
the fork on its path to Holly’s mouth. 


“Hey. Look at me.” When he had Holly’s attention, Nick 
smiled his approval. “Good. You’re good. It’s just us, 
remember?” 


“You shouldn’t even have to be here. I’m sorry.” 


Holly’s expression was more hurt than sorry, as if Nick being 
there was painful, but he did as he was told. 


“I want to be here.” Nick squeezed Holly’s hand, gently, 
then let go. 


“You always know what’s best for you.” It was a statement, 
but the flicker in Holly’s eyes said he wasn’t so sure. Still, he 
didn’t argue. He just nodded and bit into another strawberry. 


Nick had no idea what was best for him. Or rather, he knew, 
and it didn’t seem to matter. He let it go, though, and cut 
into his waffles. 


Ò 
Chapter Seven 
Having a new cell phone came with one huge 


disadvantage: Holly needed to give his number to his family, 
or at least Emile. Emile, his father’s assistant for the last 
fifteen years, was often his only connection to the family. He 
liked Emile, and not just because Emile could always get 
money to him, no matter where Holly ended up. Emile never 
lectured about Holly’s long absences, never asked 
questions. That didn’t stop Holly from feeling guilty, but at 
least it was all self-inflicted. 


“The doctor at Bellefield says your mother was trying to get 
in touch with you,” Emile said. Bellefield. 


Fucking Bellefield. He’d never even heard of fucking 
Bellefield. 


“Didn't Dad tell her | was fine?” When did she move? Why 
didn’t anyone tell me? Holly couldn’t bring himself to ask, 
because of everything it would say about him that he didn’t 
already have the answers. 


“He did, | did, but she has been insistent, especially since 
she recently regained her phone privileges. You should 
update your information with Bellefield. At least for the sake 
of the poor soul who got your last number.” Emile was 
always so damn thoughtful. 


Fucking Emile. 


“What happened to her phone privileges?” Holly, sitting 
alone on the black leather love seat, curled up and rested 
his forehead on his knees. She’d lost them 80 
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before, at other places. It meant things were going worse 
than usual. 


Why didn’t they tell me? 
Because Emile reads the fucking tabloids, his brain supplied. 
Right. Fucking Emile. 


“She’s had them back for two weeks now,” Emile said. “She 
calls here every day.” 


“Does Dad talk to her?” Maybe if Dad wasn’t 


talking to her either, Holly wouldn’t feel so... 


“Of course he does.” 


Right. Dad always did the right thing. He always did the 
right thing for Mom. Fucking Dad. 


“Of course.” Holly uncoiled and leaned over to grab a pad of 
paper and a pen from the end table. 


Nick’s ring flashed in the sunlight, and on the front page of 
the pad, Nick had written: no alcohol, no drugs, no random 
sex and call if you need me. Nick’s number was in thick, 
emphatic black letters below. 


Holly ran his fingers over the paper, feeling the indentations 
where the pen had pressed in as Nick wrote over each 
number again and again to thicken the lines. 


“Ready?” Emile’s voice broke into his thoughts. 


“Oh yeah. Right.” Holly flipped to a new page and wrote 
FUCKING BELLEFIELD on the top. Then he drew an angry 
face. “Ready.” 


Emile rattled off the number and extension for Mom's 
doctor, in case Holly needed to contact him. “I don’t know if 
you have your father’s mobile number, ò 
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and your brother called the other day to give me his new 
number as well, so write them down too.” 


“Yes, dear,” Holly said, trying not to be too irritable. He felt 
like a child. 


Maybe that’s because you're acting like one, the voice in his 
head pointed out. 


lIl deal with you later, Holly shot back. 


r 


“Put them in your phone,” Emile said. “Now. | know you.’ 


Fair enough. Holly was beginning to see that there were 
times when he really did need to do what he was told, 
because he didn’t think of those things for himself. The 
world was full of people telling him what to do these days. 
He wasn’t used to it. 


For years no one had been there to parent him; he’d been 
the one telling Mom what to do. Then Mom had gone to 
Hopespring—now that he was sober, Holly could recite each 
institution and hospital and its phone number—and 
suddenly everyone from Emile to his half brothers to the 
fucking mailman had something to say about his life. Too 
bad he’d been away to college weeks later. 


He took the phone away from his ear and repeated the 
steps he’d watched over Nick’s shoulder. 


Holly had once had a phone an entire year, and when he got 
a new one from his father for Christmas— 


probably chosen by Emile—there wasn’t a single number to 
transfer. Not that they weren’t in Holly’s head, or written on 
the wall by the phone, or on his hand, or on his jeans. There 
was one girl he’d stopped seeing because his jeans had 
been washed enough times that her number disappeared. 


“Okay. They’re in.” 
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“And you'll call Bellefield?” 
“Yes, dear.” 


“Good boy. Do you need anything?” Emile’s tone was warm. 
Holly knew Emile cared about him. He could say, Yeah, I 
need rent money and clothes, and Emile would get them. 


“Am | still on Dad’s health insurance?” he 


managed to say at last. For some reason, saying it brought 
tears to his eyes. He could hear Emile’s fingers on a 
keyboard. 


“Not your father’s, because of your age, but yes, you still 
have health insurance. Is everything all right?” 


“Į just...” Holly couldn’t make the rest of the words come 
out. 


“Give me your address, and l'Il send you a new card and the 
instructions for filing returns,” Emile said gently. “Do you 
need money?” 


“Not now.” It was better if Holly only had what Nick let him 
have. Smarter. “I need to cancel my credit cards, though.” 


“Send them to me.” Emile spoke like they were sharing 
secrets. “l'Il take care of them. And let me know if you need 
anything else. Your father trusts me to take care of a good 
number of things without having to report to him, you 
know.” 


Dad didn’t have to know how badly Holly had 


fucked up. He never had. 


“Thanks, Emile.” 


“Just earning my big paycheck.” Emile laughed, and then 
the line was silent. It was a damn big 0 
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paycheck for putting up with the family, and Holly’s dad 
didn’t short anyone on holiday bonuses either, down to the 
janitor. Holly felt an unnatural surge of pride right then, 
realizing what a decent guy his father was, even if he’d 
never quite known what to do with Holly or his other sons. 


Maybe that kind of thing was hereditary too. Being decent. 
Being okay. Holly looked at the ring on his finger. Maybe that 
was what he saw in Nick. The part of himself he’d never 
thought was really his. Holly polished the ring with the hem 
of his shirt. Maybe there was hope for him after all. 


KKK 


The other problem with having a new phone was Holly kept 
answering the damn thing in case Nick was calling. He left 
the phone all over the apartment and then had to make a 
mad dash whenever it rang. It was a small apartment, yet 
Holly got a decent workout at least once a day by leaving 
the phone somewhere weird. 


That was because he’d forget what he was doing when he 
was on the phone with Nick. He’d end up sitting on the floor 
in a corner or leaning against a leg of the table or with his 
back to a cupboard, or he’d be perched on the counter or 
the edge of the tub, after wandering the apartment just 
listening to Nick’s voice. 


When he got off the phone, he’d leave it wherever he was 
and go to sleep, if he could. Hearing Nick, hearing Nick 
praise him for getting through each day without fucking up, 
undid most of the tension in Holly, and he got a reprieve 
from hating himself that let him sleep. 
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Sometimes Rich called, which was great, but not the same. 
He’d come into the city once, and they grabbed coffee when 
he was between meetings. That was hard and humiliating, 
but Holly couldn’t feel anything but grateful. Rich gave 
Holly’s number to Alison, Rich’s ex-girlfriend from college. 
They’d stayed friends somehow, despite their breakup and 
Rich’s marriage to Anne. Apparently Alison 


remembered Holly fondly enough that she wanted to catch 
up again. 


It turned out she lived just three blocks on the other side of 
the gym where Holly had a membership. She was out of 
town, shooting a spread for some magazine he hadn't 
caught the name of, but she called regularly. 


So Holly got in the habit of answering the phone. 


It rang one evening, and even though Nick was out of town 
for dinner with Caroline, Holly dived for the phone anyway. 


“Hey!” The back of Holly’s brain kicked in, and he realized 
the caller couldn’t be Nick. His mood dropped. 


“Baby?” 


“Mom.” Holly’s gut twisted. “Hi, what are you doing on the 
phone so late?” 


“It’s not late here. Where are you that it’s late?” 


Her voice was slurred, and he could barely make out her 
words. 


Oh shit. Right. “New York, Mom. Did you see my new 
address or only the phone number?” 


“I can’t remember. The new nurse dialed the 


number for me.” 
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She didn’t sound like his mother now, hadn't for years. 
Seizures and strokes, side effects of the medication that had 
helped her stay in touch with reality, had changed her again 
and again since he was in his teens. She’d had a sweet, sad 
voice before, with perfect diction. When she was herself, 
she would scold him for lazy speech, even now. 


“That was nice of her. I’m glad you called,” he lied. 
Don’t ask how she is. Don’t ask. “How are you?” 


“They put something in my head, Holly.” Her voice 
trembled. 


“I know it feels like that, but they didn’t.” He tried to keep 
his tone soothing. 


“I have a scar.” She sniffled. “I can feel it. They're listening, 
but | had to tell you.” 


“You have a scar because you had surgery. | 


promise,” Holly said gently. “I was there, | came home from 
college to make sure you were okay.” 


“That’s what they said.” She was getting strident. 


This was why Holly hated answering her calls, no matter 
how much he wanted to talk to her. “You’re using a cell 
phone again. | wish you wouldn’t use cell phones. | warned 
you. They tell you things on the cell phone waves, things 
you can’t hear. They lie to you about things, Holly, things 
about me.” 


“I saw your MRIs. You had a blood clot in your brain. They 
took it out.” Holly knew the party line. 


Every time, he had to go over this. So did Dad, so did Emile, 
so did anyone she was allowed to call. “I would never let 
them put anything in your head. | could tell. | promise.” 


“| wanted to talk to you because | couldn’t tell if they put 
something in my head. | called your other 86 
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number, and the person there said they weren’t you. 
Were you trying to hide from me?” 

“No, Mom. | just didn’t have a number for a while. 
I’m sorry.” 


“That wasn’t you?” 


“|I wouldn’t lie to you. | don’t lie.” / do. | do because | have 
to. 


“It didn’t seem like you. I would know,” she said, sounding a 
little better. “I’m your mother.” 


“That’s right,” Holly assured her. “You would know if it 
wasn’t me.” 


“I’m sorry.” Her voice crumbled and caught. 
“How come you're sorry, Mom?” 


How could he have left it so long? How could he have gone 
more than five years without at least seeing her. How could 
he have gone so long without hugging and comforting her? 


“Because I’m your mother.” She started to cry, and Holly 
knew why. 


“I’m not sorry.” Holly sank onto the couch and put his head 
in his hand. The line of Nick’s ring dug into his forehead. / 
am. I’m not. | wish you weren't sick. “| promise, Mom. I’m 
not sorry.” 


“I should never have had you,” she sobbed. “I didn’t know. | 
didn’t know | was sick.” 


“I know,” Holly said. He needed to go and see her, but 
seeing her was worse than talking on the phone. 


“They tell me | did know. That | had you so | wouldn’t be 
lonely. | knew I was going away, and | wanted someone to 
come with me.” If Holly hadn’t ò 
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heard it so many times, he never would have 
understood what she was saying. 


“That’s not the truth, Mom. Those aren't real voices, 
remember?” 


“What if | did? What if | did that to my baby?” 


Mercifully a voice in the background intervened, probably 
the nurse who had dialed the phone. “You need to calm 
down, Mrs. Welles.” 


Holly needed to calm down too. “Mom, you didn’t do 
anything to me. I’m fine.” 


“| know!” His mother’s voice hit the next octave. “I know 
you're not fine, Holly. They tell me. They say you're sick.” 


“Mrs. Welles,” the nurse said, “it’s time to get off the phone. 
You need to rest.” 


“I’m not sick,” Holly said again. “I’m not going to get sick. | 
promise.” 


“Mr. Welles?” Now the nurse had the phone, and there were 
more voices. 


“Put her back on for a second,” he pleaded. “Just a second.” 


“Okay, but you have to say goodbye,” the nurse said firmly. 
“Here’s your son, Mrs. Welles.” 


“Mom, | promise you, | am not sick.” Holly forced his voice 
to stay steady. “l'II come and see you, and you can see for 
yourself.” 


“Don’t!” Her voice was frantic. “Stay away, 


Holly!” 
“Mom?” 


“They won’t let you out if you come. Don’t come, don’t 
come. They can tell. They know you’re mine. 


They won't let you go...” 

“Mom...” 
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“Mrs. Welles, it’s time to go.” 

“Don’t come here!” His mother’s shriek was 
distant. “Don’t you say anything to him, you bitch! 
Don’t talk to him! Holly...” 

“Mr. Welles?” 


Holly nodded before he realized the nurse couldn’t see him. 
“I’m here.” 


“I’m sorry about that, Mr. Welles.” The nurse kept her voice 
low. Discreet. “She’s fine more often than not, and she 
misses you. She talks about you all the time. Sometimes it 
does set her off, though. You know how it can be, with her 
illness, I’m sure. ” 


“I know. Please don’t take her phone privileges away,” Holly 
begged. “She loves talking to my father.” Even when she’d 
been at home, she called his father at the office every day, 
just to hear his voice— 


on the days she could convince herself no one was listening 
in. 


“We won't,” the nurse assured him. “Her file 
suggests this didn’t go as badly as last time.” 


“No.” Holly swallowed hard. “No, it didn’t. Tell her I’m fine 
and | love her, will you?” 


“Of course. Have a good evening, Mr. Welles.” 


When the nurse hung up, Holly put the phone in his lap and 
stared at it for a long time. He needed a drink so much. He 
needed anything but to be himself right now. 


“No, you don’t,” he said to himself, out loud. 


Holly shoved the phone in the pocket of his jeans, grabbed 
his coat and wallet, put on his shoes and headed for the 
door. He was going for a walk. Ao 
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fucking walk. Like a normal human being. Like someone who 
was right in the head. 


KKK 


“Well, there’s been no indication the senator knew what her 
husband was doing,” Nick said, glancing up to see Caroline 
helping Max carry the used dishes back to the kitchen. 


“I can’t imagine anyone not knowing something like that.” 
Sheila took another sip of wine, while her husband nodded 
his agreement. 


“It’s a crazy situation all around,” Trey said. “Is she going to 
divorce him?” 


“I don’t know.” Nick made a mental note to contact the 
senator, though he doubted she was going to want to see 
him. There were rumblings that some of the interns were 
considering pressing charges. He had to follow up about 
that too. His articles had set up the situation for that to 
happen. Shit. He hadn't meant to interfere like that. 


“Dessert is served,” Caroline called, carrying out a tray of 
cups that looked like flowers filled with chocolate mousse. 
Behind her, Max had another tray with a carafe, cream and 
Sugar pitchers and five coffee cups. 


As Caroline set a mousse cup in front of him, Nick’s phone 
buzzed in his pocket. He waited until she’d moved on to 
Sheila, then pulled it out to glance at the text message. 


wish you didn’t trust me. sorry for everything. all of it. 
fucked up. love you. sorry. 


From Holly. Oh God. 
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Nick tensed with the need to find Holly and fix whatever was 
wrong, but he couldn’t go anywhere. He was in fucking 
Connecticut. Shit. Shit shit shit. Why had he agreed to come 
to Max’s party? He’d known— 


known— Holly might need him. 


He couldn’t even tell Caroline what was wrong, why his 
hand shook as he spooned the mousse that tasted like acid 


into his mouth and swallowed so it sat like a rock in his gut. 
All he could do was sit there, pretending nothing was wrong, 
and pray Holly would still be in one piece—that he’d still be 
alive—when he got there. 


“This is delicious,” he told Max. “Did you make it yourself?” 
Max snorted. “No way.” 


“He used the same service we do,” Caroline said. “| 
recommended it to him months ago. Don’t you 


remember?” 
No, he didn’t remember. It didn’t matter, though. 


He laughed and shook his head, and conversation went on 
around him. 


KKK 


Holly woke to a bright light in his eyes. 


“Hey there. Can you tell me what you’ve had to drink 
tonight?” 


“I don’t...too much,” Holly said honestly. He was lying down, 
he was moving but he didn’t know any more than that. No, 
he could do better. “I fucked up,” 
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he said, realizing what he’d done. “But I didn’t think | fucked 
up enough to end up in an ambulance.” 


“Well, you walked in front of a cab,” the man with the light 
said. “Hi, I’m Jose.” 


“Hi, Jose.” 
“You know your name?” 


“Hollister Welles—the First, in spite of how it sounds. Holly. | 
had about eight drinks, that | remember.” 


“Anything else?” 
Christ. Shit. Any... “| don’t remember. Maybe.” 


“Got a habit?” There was no judgment in the man’s 
question. 


“No. | take...” Holly couldn’t remember the name. 
“It starts with a P It’s kind of yellow and green.” 
“Recreationally?” Jose was scribbling in a notepad. 
It dawned on Holly he was in the back of an 
ambulance and his head was fucking killing him. 


“No, prescribed. And Xanax, but I didn’t have any tonight.” 
Then Holly remembered why he’d been out in the first 
place. Shit. How could he have forgotten? 


He’d been so desperate to get out of the house. 
“Good thing. You shouldn’t combine alcohol 
with—” 


“I know. | forgot | was taking them.” 


“Do you need us to call anyone? We're going to take you in, 
put some stitches in those cuts and then keep an eye on 
you.” 


“No.” Holly did not want Nick to see him like this. 
“No, I’m good.” 


“Do you remember what you were doing when you walked 
into the street?” 
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“I think...” It was fuzzy. The alcohol hadn’t worn off. 
“Where’s my phone?” 


“It’s in a bag on the gurney,” a woman said from the front 
seat. “In pieces. You were probably texting or talking to 
someone.” 


“Shit.” Holly felt stupider than stupid. “I fucking hate the 
phone.” 


KKK 


Holly had been sitting on a narrow gurney in the midst of an 
incredibly raucous emergency ward for hours. 


The time to think had been good for him. Drunk and, as far 
as he remembered, stoned—the nurses agreed with that 
since he reeked of pot and tobacco—he felt more sane 
sitting on that gurney than he had in years. 


Maybe since his mother had gone to Hopespring. 


He was watching people come and go: the 


wounded, the mentally ill, wailing children, dying elderly. In 
the middle of all the noise, Holly finally realized that 
whatever was wrong with him, if anything was, it wasn’t 
what was wrong with his mother. He’d done coke, dropped 
acid, tossed back datura, drank mushroom tea, and he’d 
come out the other side in one piece every time. There were 
a lot of things Holly could break—including his head, it 
seemed—but his mind was tougher than he knew. 


Time to get living. He was sane and well and 


fortunate. What he’d been doing was an insult to himself, 
and it wasn’t fair to the people who cared about him, 
including Nick. Then the penny dropped. 
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He remembered what he’d been doing when he was stupid 
enough to walk in front of a cab—sending Nick a second text 
on the heels of the first...after getting drunk and high and 
blown in the back of some seedy strip club. 


Shit. Oh shit. Oh fuck. He had to go. He had to go now. 


“Mr. Welles.” The nurse tossed her clipboard on the bed. 
“Let’s make sure you're seeing straight, and then I’m going 
to release you.” 


“I was about to break out of here,” Holly said honestly. “l 
have to apologize to someone. A lot.” 


She looked him over and snorted softly, shaking her head. 
“You look like a man who needs to 


apologize.” 


Holly racked his brain to remember what he’d sent Nick. 
“You have no idea.” / have no idea. 


Please, let it not be something | can’t fix. 


KKK 


Nick left Caroline at home with the excuse he needed to 
check on some notes for a story he’d left at work. 


When he got to Hell’s Kitchen, to Holly’s apartment, the sky 
was warming with shades of red, orange and pink. 


Rosy-fingered Dawn. Nick felt like he’d just 


escaped the Lotus-Eaters, like he was finally coming home. 
Was he ready for what he’d find? Odysseus hadn’t been. 
Nick fit the key into the lock and took a deep breath. One 
hand on his phone, ready to call an ambulance, he pushed 
the door open. 
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The apartment was quiet, the silence pressing on him like a 
weight. He rushed in, past the empty love seat and the 
empty kitchen and the empty bed, and charged into the tiny 
bathroom to find that empty too. 


No pale, bleeding body in the tub, no corpse sprawled 
across the tile. Nothing. 


The emptiness, the silence, was worse than finding Holly a 
broken, bloody mess. Holly could be 


anywhere, alone and dying, and there wasn’t anything Nick 

could do about it. His gut clenched, twisted, and he dropped 
to his knees to retch into the toilet, emptying his stomach of 
all the food he’d eaten at that damned party while Holly had 
been off somewhere breaking down and falling apart. 


When there was nothing left in him but dry heaves and 
tears, Nick stumbled out to sit on the bed. He put his head 
in his hands and tried to breathe, tried to think, but he had 
no idea where to go or what to do. 


He sat there until he thought he’d frozen or gone mad. 
Maybe he should call the hospitals. Maybe he should call the 
police. Maybe he should call the morgue. His stomach 
heaved again. But then there was a muttered curse and the 
rattle of the doorknob. 


Nick’s heart caught in his throat, and he was halfway across 
the room before the door opened. 


“Fucking...can’t remember to even lock the 
fucking door,” Holly muttered. 


He looked like shit. He looked worse than shit. The left side 
of his face was scraped up, his hair was matted with God 
only knew what, his hands were bandaged and he was 
wearing an appalling, cheap gray 0 
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tracksuit. He was carrying a brown paper bag until he saw 
Nick. Then he dropped it. The key went bouncing across the 
floor. 


“lam so sorry,” Holly blurted out. 


The anger surged and receded in the space of a breath as 
the details of Holly’s appearance were cataloged in the back 
of Nick’s mind. Nick just had to... He crowded Holly against 
the door, his hands hovering over Holly’s face, his hair, 
afraid to touch. 


“What the hell happened to you?” 


“I walked in front of a cab.” Holly put an unsteady, gauze- 
wrapped hand on Nick’s chest. “I just... | fucked up. | was 
trying to text you. And | wasn’t looking. But it doesn’t 
matter. | am so sorry, Nick.” 


Nick took a slow breath as realization hit. “Your message got 
through,” he said, forcing himself to meet Holly’s eyes. 
“Holly... You’ve got to stop. You have to... You can’t keep 
doing this to yourself.” Holly had been hit by a car. He 
could’ve—“You could’ve died. ” 


“I know, | do.” Holly brought his other hand up to touch 
Nick’s cheek, a brush of cold fingers. “You don’t have to 
believe me. | don’t even know what I said. Whatever it was, 
I’m sorry. You don’t deserve any of this.” 


“You said you were sorry. You... Christ, it 


sounded like you were going to kill yourself.” Fear rose 
again, bitter and acidic, at the back of his throat. 


“No.” Holly looked horrified, and he took Nick’s face in his 
bandaged hands. “No. | would...!| would not do that to you. If 
| did...not like that.” His voice broke like he was going to cry. 
“I hope | wouldn’t.” 


Nick slid his fingers into Holly’s tangled hair and pulled him 
close. “What happened, Holly?” 
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“My mom got my phone number, and... | meant to 


go for a walk. | swear to God, | did.” Holly leaned his 
forehead on Nick’s shoulder. “I don’t know what happened.” 


Goddamn Holly’s fucking family. Okay. Nick 


could deal with this. He could. He took a deep breath, then 
let go of Holly and stepped back. 


“Go clean up, Holly.” Nick needed a minute alone to pull 
himself together. 


Holly looked down at himself and then nodded. 


“Going,” he said quietly and picked up the bag, then headed 
toward the bathroom. He felt like he was barely keeping it 
together. “Oh, wait.” He dug around in the paper bag and 
came out with a small 


prescription bottle. “Here.” He held it out to Nick, the pills 
inside rattling. “A couple days’ worth of painkillers. Because 
| don’t have a doctor yet. l'Il find one.” 


Nick took the bottle and nodded. He’d deal with them in a 
minute. “Okay. Anything else?” 


“This, but it’s not really important.” Holly handed over some 
Slightly crumpled folded papers. “I’m fine.” 


Symptoms of Concussion and Instructions on 


Wound Care. Nick sighed. No, not important at all. 


“I'll take a look.” Nick had to step back, walk away, to keep 
from showing how his hands were shaking. 


“It’s not like | haven’t had my bell rung enough times.” Holly 
took the bag with him, leaving Nick alone with the 
paperwork and the knot of fear still sitting in his gut. 
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Nick glanced at the papers in one hand, the pills in the 
other, and barely kept himself from throwing both against 
the wall. Fuck. He set them down, carefully, on the table 
next to the love seat and tried to remember how to relax. 


After starting a pot of coffee, he shed his shoes, socks and 
jacket and put them away in the hall closet. 


It was so close to the way every evening had gone when 
he’d been staying here with Holly. 


That thought, and the warmth that came with it, was cut 
Short as Nick sat with his coffee and saw the pills and 
paperwork again. He had to read the instructions and 
symptom sheets twice before any of it sank in. 


Holly came out, a towel around his waist. The white terry 
cloth was liberally smudged with red. The bandages were 
gone from his hands, and with his hair slicked back with 
water, stitches were visible, leading from his temple into his 
hairline. The bruise around his eye socket was swelling. 
There was another set of stitches on the underside of his left 


elbow. A garden of black-and-purple bruises blossomed on 
his right leg. 


His clothes must have been ruined. 


Holly didn’t look at Nick as he limped into the kitchen. Blood 
and water dribbled down his left leg from his torn-up knee; 
walking was making it worse. 


He grabbed a handful of paper towels and mopped off his 
leg. 


“Do you have bandages?” Nick wasn’t going to 


help unless he had to. Holly needed to learn to follow 
directions. 
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“In the bag. | stopped at an all-night place on the way 
home. Didn’t want to make a mess.” Holly 


snorted softly. “Too little, too late.” 


“Finish cleaning up, then get yourself something to eat.” 
Nick picked up his coffee and the paperwork from the 
hospital again, making sure Holly wasn’t going to do more 
damage. 


There was quiet and then a very subdued “yes, Nick” from 
Holly’s side of the room. It took Holly about ten minutes to 
get himself patched up and into a pair of boxers, but then 
he came over with a couple of large bandages in hand. “l 
can’t get it right. The elbow...” Holly turned his left arm to 
show Nick the spot that was too hard to reach, a gash about 


an inch and a half long, held together with a dozen neat 
stitches. “Please?” He held out the bandages. 


Nick put his coffee down again, then took one of the 
bandages and gestured for Holly to come closer. 


“Hold out your arm.” His gut twisted again as he looked at 
the stitches. It could’ve been worse. So much worse. He 
carefully smoothed the bandage into place. 


“Are there others you need help with?” 


“Just there. Thanks.” Eyes down, Holly picked up the bits of 
wrapping and took them to the trash can under the sink. He 
reached for a mug, then stopped. 


“May | have some coffee?” 
“No.” Nick was surprised Holly had thought to ask. 


Surprised but glad. That was the way things needed to 
happen. He picked up his own coffee and took a sip. 


He’d deal with laying down new rules later. “Just eat and go 
to bed.” 
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“Yes, Nick.” There wasn’t any sarcasm in it. Nick could 
hardly hear the words, but he could read them in Holly’s 
body language. There was real satisfaction in Holly obeying 
him so readily. It was the sort of pleasure Nick never wanted 
to acknowledge, but it was there. 


Holly made a sandwich and poured a glass of 


chocolate milk. He ate like a child—bread, meat anda 
cheese slice—but he ate it all and polished off the milk, 
standing at the counter. 


The dishes went into the sink, and then Holly padded off to 
the bathroom. The water ran as he brushed his teeth. 
Through it all, there wasn’t a single comment, a single joke 
or even a single resentful glance. When he came out, he 
crawled straight into bed without comment and curled up 
under the covers, facing the wall, hugging a pillow to his 
chest. His shoulders were visible above the covers, almost 
humming with tension. 


Nick watched for a while, but the tension didn’t fade. The 
orange-brown of the pill bottle caught his attention out of 
the corner of his eye, and Nick picked it up. He shook out 
the pills and counted them— 


twelve, three days’ worth, just like the label said. 
Holly hadn’t taken any. 


Glancing at Holly again, taking in the tight lines of his body, 
Nick ran a glass of water in the kitchen, then carried it and 
one dose of the painkillers over to the bed. 


“Holly. Can you sit up enough to drink this?” 

Holly’s breath caught and he swallowed, then 

nodded. When he moved, he was so slow, biting his lip 100 
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against the pain. His lashes were damp, his cheeks flushed. 


“Thank you,” he said quietly, holding one scraped hand out 
for the pill and the other for the glass. 


Nick didn’t hand them over. This, he could do for Holly. He 
wanted to, wanted to take away the pain. He wished he 
could do more than the medication would manage. He set 
the capsule against Holly’s lips and waited for Holly to open 
up for him. 


Holly opened his mouth obediently, looking up this time with 
bloodshot eyes. He let Nick give him the medicine, then the 
water. 


God, he looked like shit. Nick wasn’t going to think about it 
anymore, though, not right now. He put the glass away in 
the kitchen, then came back to sit on the edge of the bed. 


“You might have an easier time getting to sleep now.” 


Holly was staring at the ceiling, battered hands leaving 
smudges on the covers where he clutched them to his 
chest. 


“I'll try.” He was breathing slowly, like it hurt. 


“Hurts worse than... Remember that time | broke my arm 
snowboarding?” 


Nick had found out about it secondhand since he’d declined 
to spend a weekend with twenty drunken freshmen packed 
in a cabin meant for eight, but it was the first time he’d 
really grasped what a hazard Holly could be to himself. 
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“| swear | thought | could pick up enough speed on the roof 
to clear those trees. | did the math. | think | used the wrong 
wax on the snowboard.” 


“You got hit by a car, ” Nick reminded him. “And apparently 
you were drunk and high enough that it seemed like a good 
idea to walk in front if it.” 


Goddamn it. That was what the rules had been for, to stop 
Holly from getting himself killed like that. “I’m not surprised 
it hurts.” Nick sighed and gave in enough to stretch out on 
the bed, then touched an unbruised spot on Holly’s hip. “Get 
some rest, Holly. We'll talk after you’ve had some sleep.” 


Holly turned toward him and brushed the back of a hand 
across Nick’s cheek. “Either you have no damn idea what’s 
best for you, Nick, or you’re as good as I am at avoiding it.” 


Nick knew what was best for him. He did. It just never 
seemed to matter, when the other option was Holly. “Do you 
want me to change my mind and 


leave?” he challenged, but before Holly could answer, he 
sighed and said, “Shut up and go to sleep, Holly. If not for 
your sake, then for mine. I’ve been up since five— 
yesterday. ” 


Holly’s deep blue eyes were filled with regret. He looked like 
he’d aged a decade overnight. “lII sleep.” 


Turning away again, he closed his eyes, and his body slowly 
relaxed into sleep. 


Nick only meant to touch Holly, to be sure he was still 
breathing, but he ended up sliding closer, curling around 


Holly’s body like a wall between him and the rest of the 
world. If Nick couldn’t protect him any other way... 
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Holly’s body curved back into his until Nick could feel how 
thin he was instead of just seeing it. He could feel him 
breathing too, could smell the tang of blood on his skin. 
Holly inhaled deeply, and his breath caught. Then he sighed 
heavily in his sleep. 


Petting gently, so he wouldn’t hurt him, Nick tried to soothe 
Holly into a deeper sleep. Holly needed the rest. Nick 
needed the rest too, but it wasn’t likely to come when he 
was so twisted up inside. He mulled over his options, ways 
to prevent a repeat of tonight’s chaos, and dozed here and 
there as he put the pieces together in his mind. 


KKK 


The pain that woke Holly brought his foolishness into perfect 
focus before he’d even opened his eyes, but it was nothing 
next to the stab of clarity through his head. He felt like he’d 
seen his life from the outside for just long enough that he 
couldn’t deny what he was doing anymore. Driving himself 
crazy for fear of being crazy. Losing himself because he’d 
felt lost for so long. 


The one good choice he’d made, it seemed, was Nick. But it 
hadn’t been a good choice for Nick. Holly had to do what 
was best for both of them. He took a breath and opened his 
eyes. 


The sunlight angled against the white wall said it was 
already afternoon. Holly inhaled again; it was hard to 


breathe, like there was a weight on him. Panic welled, but 
then his hand touched another, warm and ò 
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limp. Someone’s arm was thrown over his side. Oh fuck, 
what had he done? Last thing he remembered, Nick had told 
him to sleep... 


“Go back to sleep.” 


Nick. Holly was in so much pain, he couldn’t have done 
anything stupid with Nick. Nick wouldn’t have done anything 
stupid with him. That was good. Holly’s breath was still 
coming shallow and fast, though. 


“I thought I fucked up again,” he mumbled. It felt like his 
whole face had gone bony and resistant overnight. 


“No.” Nick pulled his arm back, and the bed shifted as he 
rolled away. The soft pat-pat sound was Nick’s bare feet 
hitting the floor, and with another shift, Nick was gone. “You 
Slept.” There was the familiar noise of pills rattling, water 
running, and then Nick was back. 


“Can you sit up? It’s time for your next dose.” 


Now Holly was really sorry he’d woken up. If he’d 
remembered it was Nick, he’d have lain there and enjoyed it 
longer, feeling safe. 


“I'll try.” Trying was less successful than he’d anticipated. 
Holly couldn’t help his whimper or the tears that came to his 
eyes. But he managed to get up enough that when he fell 


back, his head hitting the wall with a dull thud, he was 
partly upright. “Okay, done.” 


Nick sat beside him and, like before, pressed the pill against 
his lips and then offered him a sip of water to wash it down. 


“You should lie back down. Let it work before you try to get 
up.” Nick didn’t seem inclined to stay there with him, 
though. He crossed the room to put the glass back in the 
kitchen, then headed for the love seat. 
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“Nick, I| am so sorry.” He almost regretted he was going to 
be in less pain in a few minutes. Hurting was fair 
punishment. So was leaving so Nick could get his life back. 
“I can go. As soon as | can get my dad to send me some 
money. l'Il pay you back too. | never meant for this to 
happen... | mean, not the part that involves you.” Driving 
himself into the ground, yes, he’d meant that to happen. 
Not anymore, though. It was time to stop hurting himself. 
“I'll be okay. | promise.” 


Nick rounded on him, stalked back over to the bed. 
His face was stony, but his eyes were hot. 


“You aren’t going anywhere, damn it. You aren’t setting one 
fucking toe out of this place without permission, not 
anymore. And you’re going to wear a fucking GPS tracker 
from now on, because | am never going to sit here again 
and wonder where the hell you are and which fucking 
hospital or morgue | should start with.” 


“Okay.” Holly felt warmed through and then felt guilty about 
it, seeing how much he’d hurt Nick. 


“You're right. Anything you want.” Saying it brought a rush 
of giddy relief that was better than the drug that had yet to 
kick in. 


“Good.” Something flickered over Nick’s face— 


relief? pleasure? satisfaction?—and he nodded. His voice 
was quieter, but no less firm when he added, 


“You're going to text me before and after all contact with 
your mother too, so | know if there’s a problem.” 


“Okay,” Holly said. That was going to be a little harder. He’d 
just have to do it. “I just...” He hated o 
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letting his relationship with his mother out into the world. 
He didn’t want that part of his life to come into contact with 
Nick. All the warmth left him in a rush, and his throat 
tightened. “I will.” 


“No more hiding.” Nick didn’t sit down, didn’t reach out, but 
his expression was sympathetic. “No more hiding, Holly, not 
from me. I’m the one you're honest with, remember? | need 
to know so | can be prepared, so | can help you.” 


“I know.” Holly rubbed his hands over his face, the scabs on 
his palms catching on his stubble and scrapes. 


He felt old. Right up until Nick had shaken him out, he’d felt 
twenty-one, stuck there forever. Now he felt ancient. 


He didn’t want Nick’s sympathy. Anger welled up to push 
away his fear and sadness, but he sat there, face covered, 
and wouldn't let it out. The part of him that wanted to blow 
Nick off, to walk out so Nick wouldn’t see what he might be 
under the facade, couldn’t win anymore. But fuck, he was 
still scared he’d try to have a normal life and lose it all just 
when he was stupid enough to hope for it. 


“You can do this, Holly. | know you can follow the rules. 
They’re not hard.” Nick looked at him for another moment, 
then walked away, back to the kitchen. Water ran, and then 
the coffeemaker burbled. 


When it was finished, Nick carried a cup back to the love 
seat. 


By the time Nick was sitting again, Holly was feeling better, 
well enough to push up from where he was slumped against 
the wall. His head continued to pound. 
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“They're fair. That doesn’t mean it’s not hard,” he pointed 
out. If he went around pretending it was going to be easy, 
he’d fuck up again. “Why do you still have any faith in me?” 
Searching for compliments, maybe, but Holly needed to 
hear them. 


“I know how smart you are,” Nick said, glancing at Holly, 
then back at his steaming coffee. “I know you’re too smart 
to keep thinking that drowning yourself in all this shit is the 
solution for anything.” 


“I think | started to get that last night, sitting in the ER, 
watching people come and go. | think | keep hoping to break 


whatever defective piece there is in me before | have a life 
worth caring about.” Holly ran his fingers over the stitches 
on his head. “But | keep not breaking.” 


“Are you ready to stop trying?” Nick’s head came up again, 
and his eyes locked on Holly’s. 


“Yeah.” Holly swallowed and willed his head to stop 
pounding. He was feeling sick, couldn’t 


remember when he'd last eaten. Hungover. Of course. 
“Don’t know about the life part yet. But the trying can stop.” 
“I’m glad to hear it.” Nick sounded approving. 

“Follow the rules and you'll be fine.” 


Holly wanted to follow the rules, so much. He watched Nick 
for another moment or two, then forced himself to get out of 
bed, one painful move at a time. 


Even the soles of his feet hurt. He was never walking in 
front of a cab again. Scratch that off the list of things to do 
in this lifetime. 


Ò 
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As much as getting up hurt, sitting down was 


worse, all the way down on the floor at Nick’s feet. 


Once his head was on Nick’s knee, though, it was like 
nothing had ever happened to him, like he’d never been 


hurt at all. Nothing hurt except the place in his chest where 
he knew he’d crossed some awful line, accidentally, but still 
his fault—and that Nick hadn’t left him said everything 
about Nick and nothing about Holly at all. 


“I’m sorry.” 


“I know.” Nick’s voice was as soft as his touches, fingers 
smoothing lightly over Holly’s hair. “I know. 


That’s why I’m still here.” 
Maybe, in a world where Holly had stopped 


screwing up sooner, where he’d stopped taking Nick for 
granted and trusted him more, he wouldn’t be feeling guilty 
because he was keeping Nick from Caroline—that Nick was 
keeping secrets from her. 


Maybe Nick wouldn’t have had anywhere to be going from 
here. 


It was too late for that. Holly was going to have to learn to 
live alone, because he didn’t see anyone else taking Nick’s 
place, not even a little bit. The sooner he got the hang of 
being on his own, the sooner he could leave and know Nick 
would be happy. He could do that. He’d been doing it all 
along, now he would do it right. 


“Stay,” Nick said after a while. “l'Il get you some water. Do 
you think you could eat?” 


“I can try.” Holly rubbed his cheek against Nick’s knee. 
“Could | please have some coffee?” 
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“The coffee won't help with the dehydration from your 
hangover,” Nick pointed out, but he offered up his cup 
anyway. “lIl get you some toast.” 


“Thought it might help the headache.” Holly took the cup in 
both hands. Coffee was so good. He made himself look up, 
facing what he'd find in Nick’s eyes. 


Just looking at Nick made him feel better. “Thank you.” 


Ò 
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Everything Holly had promised Nick he would do, he did. 
And for once, everything he had promised himself he would 
do, he did. Tentatively he began to make contact with other 
people. 


He wasn’t ready to see Rich and Anne, not 


together. It wasn’t that there was anything particularly 
difficult about either Rich or Anne; Holly liked both of them a 
great deal. But he wasn’t ready to face their tidy little life. 


Alison, on the other hand, had never been very invested in 
doing what other people thought was proper. She wasn’t 
judgmental or critical, not because she didn’t care enough 
to have an opinion, but because she couldn’t be bothered to 
expend the energy when it wouldn’t change anything. It 
made her a good 


photographer; she had a lot of work on both coasts and 


“across the pond.” 


When she called and said she was back in town and working 
out at the gym they both used, Holly had to offer to meet 
her there. Anything else seemed cowardly, and he was done 
avoiding life. 


The day he was supposed to meet her, he woke up 
nauseated. He wasn’t surprised. He’d hardly slept. 


After he’d gotten over the worst of his anxiety, he enjoyed 
the feeling of being anonymous. But meeting up with Alison 
meant facing someone who knew 
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him—knew the person he’d been and how far he’d fallen. 


Holly made himself get out of bed and take his medication 
and forced a cup of coffee down his throat. 


He could hardly swallow for all the fear that kept rising from 
deep inside his chest. He made it as far as the front steps of 
his apartment building, gym bag slung over his shoulder 
and GPS tracker in his wallet, before he had to stop and light 
a cigarette. After a few drags, he felt human enough to 
Carry on. 


For some reason Holly expected everyone to look the same 
as when he’d last seen them. Nick certainly did. So when he 
first saw Alison, he was startled to see she had changed. 
Always offbeat, she’d blossomed into a broad-hipped, 
hippie-punk hybrid with bright pink cropped hair and a 
Folsom Street Fair T-shirt that barely met the tops of her tie- 
dyed tights. The chunky shoes were the same kind she’d 
worn in college, though, hand-painted with daisies. 


“Baby!” Alison hitched her backpack and her 


camera bag over her shoulder and jumped up from the 
bench she was sitting on. “You look terrible!” 


The honesty hadn’t changed either. It made Holly feel better 
instantly. Laughing, he hugged her when she held out her 
arms, and he couldn’t remember why he been so anxious in 
the first place. 


“Yeah, but you should see the other guy,” he said. 
“Don’t tell me you’ve added fighting to your 


repertoire of vices.” She pushed his hair back to look at his 
stitches. “Because | have to tell you, you’re probably not 
very good at it.” 
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“I’m a lover, not a fighter?” Holly ducked so she could get a 
better look, submitting to her inspection. 


“Don’t worry. The other guy was a cab. | don’t think I even 
managed to bleed on it.” 


“Oh, honey,” she said, shaking her head. “I bet Nick’s gone 
entirely gray.” 


Holly’s face twisted with guilt, making his bruises ache. 
“Yeah, he doesn’t seem to know what’s good for him.” 


“That’s precisely why the two of you deserve each other.” 
She looped her arm through his and drew him toward the 


locker rooms. “I read the tabloids, you know.” 


Holly groaned. “Christ, when did all my friends develop such 
terrible habits?” 


“Oh, honey,” Alison said again. “We always had a taste for 
drama. You just never noticed.” She grinned wickedly. “What 
with how you were always so busy being the drama.” 


“Ouch.” Holly would’ve been lying if he didn’t admit that 
had always been his goal—to be the drama, the center of 
attention. Now he was living with the consequences of 
dedicating himself to that goal. 


“Go get your sneakers on, big guy,” Alison 


ordered. “l'Il meet you on the treadmills. Mama’s got the 
cure for what ails you.” 


The cure for what ailed Holly, it turned out, was running 
until he thought his lungs were going to get up and leave 
without him. Worse, Alison was taking it easy on him; she’d 
hardly broken a sweat. He worked harder when there was 
somebody there to keep him company. Even while he was 
wondering where the 112 
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hell his next breath was going to come from, he knew it was 
good for him. 


“So.” Alison smacked him with her towel as she got off the 
treadmill. “When’re you going back to work?” 


“Back.” Holly gave up on breathing and took a drink from 
his water bottle. There, maybe now he could get some air 
in. “Back to work? You mean people have forgotten | 


screwed around with one of my clients and botched the 
whole relationship to the point that | was fired in order for 
the firm to continue representing her?” 


“Well, no. I’m sure you'll be held up as a 

cautionary tale for baby PR flacks for years to come.” 
Alison snickered at him. 

“So much for ‘Mama.’ You’re not very maternal.” 


Holly pushed away from the arm of his treadmill, which was 
holding him up, and took a step. 


“Aside from the bruises, it looks like Nick’s taking good care 
of you.” Alison said, shrugging. “You don’t need me for that. 
But you do need a job.” 


Once Holly was relatively certain his legs would support 
him, he started walking. “I would love a job. | have to let 
Nick get back to his life. | could get a job as a paperboy. 
Need someone to carry your cameras?” 


Alison laughed. “No. But | might know someone who'd be 
sympathetic to your plight.” 


“Oh?” Holly leaned casually on a post to take another drink. 
Stopping gave him a good look at a leggy brunette working 
out on the thigh machine. And ò 
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better yet, checking her out disguised his real reason for 
stopping—he wanted to sit down. 


“I have a friend who used to date your ex, back in the day. | 
shot his wedding a while back and he mentioned his 
business was expanding.” 


“He needs PR help?” A small business. It was a step down 
from Hollywood and reality-television starlets, but it was a 
job. 


“It’s him and his wife calling the shots. Something has to 
give, and PR is the easiest to delegate. Get off that post.” 
Alison cuffed him lightly. “You have to keep moving or you'll 
regret it tomorrow.” 


Busted. Maybe he should be doing work on holiday specials 
and charity drives if he’d gotten this bad at pulling one over 
on people. He pushed away and started walking again. 
“Right now l'Il take what I can get. Where’s the company?” 


“Baltimore.” Alison threw her towel around his shoulders. “It 
won’t be what you’re used to making, of course, but you 
wouldn’t need it in Baltimore.” 


A job in Baltimore. \t had its advantages. It wasn’t too far 
from Nick. There was a train that ran between the two cities. 
It was within driving distance if he wanted to visit. And it 
wasn’t L.A. Holly was sure there were other advantages, but 
he didn’t know what they were. Fun, women, money and 
drugs probably weren’t among them. Maybe being near Nick 
wouldn’t be an advantage, but Holly couldn’t worry about 
that. 


“Is something wrong with Baltimore?” Alison 
pointed at the hall that led to the men’s locker room. 


“Tell me about it after you’re clean.” 


“Yeah.” Holly gave himself a mental shake and turned to 
smile at her. “See you in a few minutes.” 
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“Don’t get distracted in there.” Alison winked. 
“Happens to the best of us.” 


“Yeah, and I’m hardly that.” As it was, he had too much to 
think about to let the naked bodies distract him. Baltimore. 
Work. 


The more Holly thought about it, about being able to tell 
Nick he’d found a job, the better it sounded. 


Maybe it’d be a little film production company or a small 
acting agency. Not that it mattered. Whoever it was couldn’t 
be too bad off if they could afford to hire Alison, even with 
her discount for old friends. 


After a shower, Holly felt immeasurably better. 


Any kind of work that wasn’t hawking fries and burgers was 
going to look better on his résumé than a long silence. 
Whatever it was, if they offered him the job, he was going to 
take it. 


Alison was waiting for him in the lobby, holding two cups of 
coffee. “You look a million times better.” 


“| feel it. You’re serious about your friends having work for 
someone in PR? And not because they 


released some plague or burned the pope in effigy?” 


“Nope.” Alison gave him his coffee. “They’ve got a few 
stores and other obligations. They’ve been very successful, 
and you could help them keep that up.” 


“I can’t wait to meet them.” Holly felt like he might have 
even meant it. 


“You’re just their kind of people,” Alison said brightly, 
leading the way toward the street. 


“Should | be worried?” Being their kind of people was the 
kind of thing that would worry Nick. 
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“I meant in the good way, baby.” She patted his shoulder 
and then held the door open. “Only in the good way.” 


KKK 


Holly stared at the front door of his apartment, trying to 
convince his heart to stop pounding. It didn’t work. 


The psychiatrist had advised him to stay away from the 
tranquilizers that were lurking in the cupboard over the 
coffeemaker, calling his name. 


“Stay with it when it happens, Holly. It’s natural to feel 
things. People do it all the time. It’s normal.” 


That was exactly what he was afraid of—feeling. 


He felt like shit. He felt like he was seven. He felt like he was 
going to puke. 


He felt like he was going to lose his mind. 


“If you lose your mind,” the psych had said helpfully, “you 
don’t have to do well at the interview.” 


Not fucking reassuring. Holly wasn’t in this to screw it up. 
He didn’t want to let Nick down. 


Nick. Just thinking of him made Holly’s heartbeat slow by 
what felt like half. Holly rubbed at Nick’s ring, twisting it 
around his finger to remind himself why he wore it. Because 
Nick believed in him. 


Because he trusted Nick. He double-checked his back pocket 
to make sure the GPS tracker was there. 


Between that and the ring, Nick was always with him in 
some way. 


Nick wouldn’t let him go to this thing if he didn’t think Holly 
could do it. Hell, Alison wouldn’t. Holly was surprised to 
realize there were at least three people he could trust right 
now—first that he trusted them at 116 
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all, and second that there was more than Nick on the list. 
Even Rich had been utterly sanguine about the impending 
interview when he’d taken Holly to lunch yesterday, and 
Rich was a pessimist who thrived on schadenfreude. 


Okay. Holly’s brain kicked him into action. Just jump. Of 
course, this was the same brain that thought jumping out of 
airplanes and off of roofs was all in good fun. But by the 
time Holly could reconsider, he was out the door and on his 
way to the Stone Age Sports New York store. 


KKK 


Holly got out of the cab a block from the Stone Age Sports 
store and walked down at an easy pace. Stone Age Sports 
was an eclectic little company that sold everything from 
clothes to skateboards to video games, built around the 
soaring career of Danner Stone, a self-made extreme-sports 
deity. 


In Alison’s words, “The two of you are peas in a pod. I can’t 
believe no one ever thought to keep you busy with a 
skateboard.” Holly hadn’t been on a skateboard in years. 


A cowbell clanged as Holly opened the door to SAS. He 
glanced at the window displays on his way by; one featured 
scuba-diving mannequins on 


mountain bikes plunging into the depths around a coral reef, 
and the other mannequins dressed as 


Skateboarding monks wearing parachutes and 
preparing to BASE jump off a mountain somewhere in ò 
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Tibet. Holly had to give the owners credit for thinking big. 
He’d have jumped at either choice. 


The way to the counter led under a display of kayaks and 
around racks of brilliantly patterned board shorts and 
sarongs. Holly felt overdressed in the pair of decent jeans 
and button-down shirt Alison had suggested. 


You'll be meeting Julie, her text message had read. 


She’s Danner’s wife—not more conservative, just more 
demanding. 


The skinny hipster behind the counter had a 


lollipop jammed in his mouth, his eyes locked on a handheld 
video game, and there wasn’t a chance he could hear Holly 
from under his skull-printed headphones. Great. Holly’s 
pulse fluttered in his throat. 


“Holly?” The voice behind him was feminine and cheerful. 
Holly spun around and was momentarily baffled until he 
realized the tall stack of shoe boxes ahead was moving by 
means of a two very nice legs and a pair of very hot purple 
heels. 


“Hey.” Holly made sure his laptop bag was settled firmly on 
his shoulder and stepped forward. “Can I help you with 
those?” 


“Thanks!” 


The stack of boxes stopped, and Holly scooped up the bulk 
of them, leaving the bearer holding the last few. Behind the 
boxes was a young woman who 


certainly lived up to the promise of those legs—not that 
Holly was noticing on purpose, but he’d have had to poke 
himself in the eyes to avoid it, the way her silk dress 
plunged to where it was barely held closed by a rather 
pricey-looking onyx pin. Julie. 
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“No problem.” Holly’s recently revived sense of decency 
kicked in, and he hauled his gaze up to Julie’s bright brown 
eyes. “Where can | put these?” 


“Follow me.” Julie took a sharp right and didn’t look back to 
ensure he was behind her. No wonder, either. 


Holly mused that you’d have to kneecap most 
men—and some women—to keep them from tagging 


along. Julie had silky black hair pulled back in a twist that 
looked like it would come tumbling undone with the right 
tug, a petite, toned body in a perfectly tailored floral dress 
and a sweet voice that carried an unmistakably 
authoritative note. Holly liked her already. 


“I need to get these shoes—well, the left ones—on the wall 
today,” Julie said. She dropped the boxes she was carrying 
onto a bench in front of an empty shoe display. “This is only 
the first dozen, and we carry forty-eight different shoes. 
Fortunately | just need to copy what I’ve done in our other 
East Coast store. | handle all the visuals and layouts, and 
I’m too busy to make up new ones for each store.” 


“I could handle that if you have the layout.” Holly put the 
boxes down and then pushed his laptop bag under the 
bench. 


Julie gave him an appraising look. “Let’s see if you can 
multitask. Shoes are arranged by style, then size, in four 
racks. This is rack one. We use eights for display. Get 
going.” She pointed to the back of the store, and Holly’s feet 
started moving before he’d finished parsing her instructions. 


Ò 


Anah Crow and Dianne Fox 
119 


“FIL be right back,” he said unnecessarily. Of course he 
would be. 


An hour later Holly was on a stepladder, sliding price tags 
into the top row of shoe holders. Julie was deep in 
conversation on the other side of the store, talking to 
Danner. Holly had a better picture of the job, and it wasn’t 
retail, even though that was what he’d been helping with. 
Everyone at SAS worked to do what needed doing—Holly 
could get behind that. 


Alison hadn’t been kidding when she described the job as 
“glorified babysitting,” but not in a bad way. 


“Someone needs to keep track of Danner,” Julie had said 
while tossing him shoes. “/ can’t go everywhere with him 
and keep the company on track. 


I'd also like to have a kid or two one of these days—!/ mean, 
other than Danner.” 


Arrange promotional events, press releases, public 
appearances; screen endorsements, charities, movie scripts 
and anything else people threw at Danner Stone; make sure 
he didn’t lose any of the half a dozen important items he 
was always leaving around, including his wedding ring, his 
favorite video game and his battered lucky water bottle— 
and keep him company. Sounded good to Holly, except it 
meant leaving New York. According to Julie, Danner hated 
New York for reasons such as “it’s pointy” and “it smells 
funny.” 


Holly didn’t disagree, but Nick was here, so it could have 
been a hot zone in Afghanistan and he’d have been happy. 
That mind-set wasn’t going to get him employed and it 
wasn’t any way to pay Nick back for taking time out of his 
life to get Holly on his feet. 
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So when Julie asked, “Is New York home for you?” 
Holly had to say, “No, only passing through.” 


Just saying it felt like leaving. It felt wrong. Didn’t mean it 
felt like the wrong thing to do. 


Ò 
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Another charity event. Nick had never quite enjoyed them. 
The posing starlets and panting millionaires mingling under 
chandeliers dripping light, riding waves of bubbling 
champagne and laughter, seemed daringly hypocritical in 
the face of the good causes the events were supposed to 
support. 


At this one, huge banners printed with the faces of sick 
African children and dire statistics hung above the marble 
floors like the wings of a stage. People passed between 
them almost without looking. Caroline loved this sort of 
event. Dresses were her one great indulgence, and she 
looked stunning, wrapped in blue satin from one shoulder 
down to her knees, where an explosion of peacock feathers 
fluttered around her calves, almost outshining her gemmed 
sandals. Nick wore a tuxedo every time. Sometimes the 


style changed with Caroline’s whims, but it was always a 
tuxedo. 


There was one reason Nick had been looking 


forward to tonight: Holly would be there. It was so strange— 
just last month Holly had been a nervous wreck walking out 
the door of his apartment, and now he was attending high- 
society benefits with his new employers. They took him 
everywhere with them like a new puppy they couldn’t stand 
to leave in the kennel, right from the start. 
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Nick wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He hadn’t seen 
Holly in over a week; they’d taken him to Aspen. 


Walking by the building that held Holly’s empty apartment 
on his way to the Gazette each day had been strange, but 
Nick told himself that would pass once he got used to the 
idea that Holly was better now. Soon Holly would move to 
Baltimore, and it would be empty all the time. 


“Darling, go get me some champagne,” Caroline said, 
patting his arm. “I see Betsey’s assistant. | need to talk to 
her.” She pointed out a spindly, androgynous creature. 


“Yes, dear.” Nick kissed her cheek and let her go. 


He could go through the motions of doing all the right things 
at one of these events in his sleep, except he had to keep 
his eyes open in case Holly showed up. He’d snagged two 
champagne flutes from a passing silver tray when he caught 
sight of Holly. 


He looked incredible. Tan, lean and happy, and perfectly 
dressed if one could forgive the black jeans and T-shirt he 
was wearing with his tuxedo jacket. He was on the arm of a 
delicate woman—and he was definitely on herarm, not the 
other way around— 


whose amber skin and black hair were set off by a deep 
green dress detailed in black lace and beads. That had to be 
Julie. 


On her other arm was a dark-haired young man 


who could have been Holly’s twin; they looked nothing alike 
on second glance, but their laughter and movements and 
irreverent interpretation of the suggested dress were a 
perfect match. It seemed Sierra ò 
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Pressley had a type. Her relationship with Danner had ended 
some years ago with a media bomb even bigger than her 
show of dumping Holly. 


Danner’s early skateboarding career had been 


impressive enough to gain the attention of even the least 
sports-minded people, and he’d built on every success with 
his charm, his physical gifts and his drive to make his name 
synonymous with extreme sports. 


Danner and Julie had hired Holly to help them keep track of 
things, now that they had several high-end sporting-goods 
stores, a line of video games and a fledgling charitable 
organization on top of Danner’s usual endorsements and 
appearances as a professional skateboarder, snowboarder, 


BMX rider and anything else he could find to test the limits 
of his talent. 


Nick stood there and watched for a moment, 


enjoying the feeling of seeing Holly happy and healthy 
again. Apparently the job was a good fit all around, if the 
way the trio looked tonight was any indication. 


Another man bumping into him in an attempt to get to the 
champagne spurred Nick into action. He crossed the room in 
a few long strides and shifted both glasses to one hand so 
he could greet Holly. 


“Nick!” As happy as Holly looked with his new friends, there 
could be no doubt whom he preferred, not the way he 
slipped away from the woman and came bounding toward 
Nick. It was like being greeted by a tall, sunny puppy—a 
puppy who was about to hug Nick with a complete lack of 
decorum. 


Nick knew the exuberant embrace wasn’t 


appropriate for the event or his position, but he smiled and 
let it happen. Holly wrapped him in a fierce hug and kissed 
his cheek. It felt too good to see Holly 124 


One Real Thing 


being Holly again for Nick to even consider trying to tame 
him. 


“How was your trip?” Nick asked, squeezing Holly with the 
arm that wasn’t busy with champagne flutes. 


“Awesome,” Holly said brightly, stepping aside without 
letting go. Then he looked over his shoulder to glare at Julie 


and Danner, who were approaching at more sedate pace. 
“Except when someone made me walk up a mountain.” 


“That was totally your fault,” Danner said quickly, pointing 
at Holly. 


“I told you two to stop playing Crocodile Pit on the tour bus,” 
Julie said archly. She batted at her partner’s hand to make 
him stop pointing. “Danner, no.” 


“Crocodile Pit?” Nick raised his eyebrows. It didn’t seem like 
Holly had gotten into any real trouble. 


Something about the way Julie responded to Danner, 
though, made him think she could handle anything Holly 
dished out. 


“Danner invented it.” Holly still hadn’t let go; he had an arm 
around Nick’s waist and lingered there a moment. “So, 
totally his fault. | was only earning my keep.” 


“It’s where the floor of the tour bus is a crocodile pit and 
they race around on the furniture, trying to push each other 
in while making the most laps in the least amount of time,” 
Julie explained. “Only boys used to limos and tour buses 
would dream it up.” 


“Hey, who earns your bacon, baby?” Danner 


bumped her out of the way with his hip, and she gracefully 
stepped aside. 
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Danner was all Holly’s energy turned up a notch. 


Where Holly had been energetic and confident in spite of 
the world around him, Danner seemed to be full of himself 
because of it. And if Nick’s memory served him well, the 
world—even gravity—loved Danner Stone a whole lot. 


“We saw Alison a few minutes ago, by the way. 


She said you’d be over this way. She’s trying to make us feel 
guilty for stealing Holly out of the city,” Julie said, “but | 
promise we'll let him come back and visit. 


We have a store here.” 
“I'll have to look for her. Maybe we can 


commiserate about how unfair it is that you’re taking him 
away.” Nick smiled to make it into a joke, but it wasn’t. He 
was happy for Holly, happy Holly was really getting his life 
together, but he couldn’t help feeling like there was an 
empty spot in his life where Holly had been. 


“You'll be glad to have me out of your hair,” Holly said. His 
smile lacked its usual warmth, though, as he stepped away 
to stand with Julie again. 


“I had no idea you were anywhere near Nick’s 


hair.” Caroline came up and slid her arm through Nick’s. 
“But that does explain where my champagne went.” She 
reached across him for one of the glasses he was still 
carrying. 


Oh shit. Nick’s anticipation for seeing Holly again had stolen 
so much of his focus that he’d forgotten— 


ignored, for his own sanity—the consequences of Caroline 
crossing paths with him. Agreeing to attend the benefit had 
obviously been a severe miscalculation, but there was 
nothing to be done about it. All Nick could do was hope this 
didn’t turn into World War III. 
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“Caroline, this is Julie LaMoor and Danner Stone, Holly’s 
employers. They own Stone Age Sports. I’m sure you’ve 
heard of Danner...” He wasn’t sure of it at all—they weren’t 
the sort of people Caroline liked to associate with. She 
preferred to focus on celebrities with high-society status 
rather than popular culture. 


“Of course | know who they are. Their clothes—” 


and Caroline’s voice made it sound like she was examining 
the bottom of her shoe, “—are quite in demand these days. 
l'm so very unsurprised to see you've landed on your feet, 
Holly, after that unpleasantness in L.A.” Caroline had such a 
way with words, saying one thing and meaning another, yet 
it was all so perfectly clear. The implication that Holly had 
landed anywhere but his feet was heavy in the air. 


Holly looked genuinely horrified, something Nick never saw 
in public, but then Danner threw an arm around Holly’s neck 
and kissed his cheek loudly. 


“One more thing we have in common, escaping that 
barracuda with our dicks intact.” Danner grinned wolfishly 
at Caroline, like he was about to eat her alive. “Her loss is 
our gain. Always is, when you’re with your own kind.” 


“| couldn’t agree more.” Julie smiled warmly at Danner and 
Holly. “We’re lucky to have him. At least | am. Two of them 
are so much easier to handle than one, | find.” Her gaze 
raked Caroline from head to toes. “I love your dress. Quite 
the statement with the feathers, with that whole primitive 
territorial display.” 
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“Thank you.” Somehow Caroline managed to make even 
that sound vicious. “Yours is certainly 


something. And those shoes.” 


Julie’s shoes were black, but not the pumps Nick would have 
expected to be paired with her dress. They were high-heeled 
sneakers with intricate beading in the shape of butterflies. 


“You do look lovely tonight, Caroline,” Holly said. 
He was leaning into Danner, who tightened his grip. 


He sounded genuine, and he was being very polite, not a 
hint of a scowl. “It’s good to see you again.” When he raised 
his hand to pat Danner’s arm, Nick caught the flash of his 
class ring on Holly’s ring finger. 


“Sorry to have inconvenienced you by taking up Nick’s time. 
We'll let you get on with your evening.” 


“I can have him back, then?” Caroline squeezed Nick’s arm 
and gave him a smile with no warmth to it. 


“Thank you so much. | have gotten used to having him to 
myself, what with having married him and all. Have a lovely 
time, and good luck wherever you’re going, if | don’t see 
you before you leave.” 


Nick finally shook himself out of his shock-induced stupor 
and forced a tight smile. 


“Don’t leave without letting me know,” he told Holly and 
then nodded to Danner and Julie. “It was nice to meet you 
both. Take good care of him for me, will you? He’s a good 
friend.” 


As Holly, Julie and Danner walked away, Nick 
shook off Caroline’s grip and turned to face her. 


“What the hell was that? | know you hate Holly, but did you 
have to insult his bosses?” 


“Bosses?” Caroline turned cold eyes on Nick. Then her 
expression smoothed into a pleasant veneer. It only 128 
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made her words more vicious. “An ex-cheerleader and a 
Skateboarder who happen to have convinced trust-fund 
babies that they too can have street cred if only Mummy 
and Daddy will drop five hundred dollars on the right parka. 
They are Holly’s kind. Attention whores surfing the wave of 
joy-riding celebutante trash churned out by cable television 
and video games. 


And for the record, | don’t hate Holly, Nick. | hate who you 
are when he’s around. Get it right.” 


“A human being, you mean?” Nick couldn’t 


believe Caroline was being so vile and petty. Or, he could, 
but he couldn’t believe she was doing it in public. Usually 
appearances were more important to Caroline than 
indulging her temper. 


“Pathetic, that’s what | mean.” Caroline put her chin up and 
looked him in the eyes. “Smitten and pathetic and 
cowardly.” 


“Pathetic? Because | actually care about another person 
beyond his image or reputation? Yes, | guess that would be 
something you wouldn’t understand, wouldn't it?” 


Nick wouldn’t argue he wasn’t smitten or 
cowardly; he knew both were true, to some extent. 


God, Caroline couldn’t have picked a worse time, situation 
or reason to get pissed at Nick about Holly. 


Not when he’d been waiting so long to see Holly and make 
sure his friend was still in one piece. 


“Pathetic because you get off on playing lifeguard and 
always have.” Caroline’s eyes were stony. “How long has he 
been in town, Nick?” 
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“Since ‘that unpleasantness in L.A.’ you so 


tactfully brought up.” Nick wasn’t going to lie anymore. It 
wasn’t worth it, not now. Not when she already knew Holly 
had been here. 


Caroline’s face went still and pale. “That story. 


When you left, and... You went to find him. You bastard. | 
never thought you'd lie to me like that.” 


“What the hell else was | supposed to do after the way you 
acted when | told you | was worried about him?” Nick knew 
he’d crossed a line, but in the moment he couldn’t find it in 
himself to be sorry. 


“Stop acting like you didn’t have a choice, Nick. 


You're not some victim here. You did what you wanted. You 
live with the consequences. So will I.” 


Caroline shook her head and laughed. “And all this time, | 
thought I'd feel terrible right about now.” 


Nick had never thought about how he’d feel. He and 
Caroline never really argued; the only real point of 
contention between them was his friendship with Holly. 


“| did what | wanted,” he agreed. “I helped my friend when 
he needed me.” 


“I hope he returns the favor,” Caroline said briskly. 


She set her glass on a passing tray and turned back to Nick 
with a smile. “Since we’re clearing the air about our 
indiscretions, you should know I’ve been seeing Max for 
almost a year now, and he’s asked me to move in with him. 
| kept putting him off because | felt guilty, but thanks to 
your little adventure with Holly, | don’t anymore. | realize 
now that we’ve always done what we wanted, haven’t we? 
We just wanted the same things for a while.” 


Max. 
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“My editor? You’ve been fucking my editor?” 

“If I'd only been fucking him, | wouldn’t be 

leaving you,” Caroline said simply. “Sex is just sex. 


It’s not a relationship. But really, Nick. If you’re not faithful 
to me in any way that matters, and | have someone waiting 
for me who is, why should either of us continue creeping 
around?” 


“You've been fucking my editor, and you're 


accusing me of being unfaithful?” Nick had stumbled into 
some alternate universe. This wasn’t his life. 


“| didn’t say I did the right thing, but | was always 
committed to our marriage.” Caroline shrugged. She was 
always so black-and-white about things. “Max makes me 
happy, very happy, but I’d made a 


commitment to you. He knew that. You let me believe that 
our marriage would mean that—at last—you’d put me ahead 
of your little train wreck. You made a fool of me, Nick. Even 
if | could forgive you for that, why should | throw away what 
| want for something that never existed?” 


She was leaving him—for his editor, effectively destroying 
his marriage and his career all at once—and the only thing 
Nick felt was numb. 


“I’m going to a hotel for the rest of the weekend. 


Be out of the apartment by Monday or l'Il leave your things 
out on the street for the homeless.” With that, he turned 
and walked away and only realized his hands were shaking 
when champagne dripped down the 


backs of his fingers. He slipped onto the balcony, which was 
blessedly empty. He needed the fresh air; that was all. 
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It wasn’t as peaceful as he’d hoped, even with the solitude. 
The sky was lit up by the glow from the surrounding 
buildings, almost enough for it to feel like daylight even 
though it was past ten. He sighed and, after a moment, 
headed back inside. He needed to find Holly, to say good- 
night before he left. He had to take care of the bank 
accounts, the locks on the apartment and writing his 
resignation letter. Damn it. 


Holly was talking to the same androgynous waif Caroline 
had made a beeline for, and probably having better luck 
getting whatever it was he wanted from her. 


He wasn’t drinking champagne—even now, he was following 
the rules. Nick watched as Julie popped the cap on a blue 
bottle of mineral water and refilled Holly’s glass, then 
Danner’s. Seemed like staying straight was in. Nick couldn’t 
imagine handling Holly and Danner when they were drunk 
or stoned. Of course, Nick didn’t have to worry about 
handling Holly at all anymore. 


Julie caught sight of Nick and nudged Holly’s elbow to get 
his attention. Holly needed to work on his manners, though. 


He abandoned his conversation the moment he saw Nick 
and came over, barely managing to keep a sedate pace. 


“Hey.” There was that brilliant smile again. 


“Hey.” God, Nick couldn’t tell Holly what had happened, 
couldn’t let him find out. He would know it was because of 
the way Nick had helped him, and the knowledge would be 
crushing. Nick couldn’t do that to him. He managed a smile 
and pulled Holly into a quick hug. “I’m on my way out, and | 
wanted to see you before | go.” 
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Holly hugged him back tightly and then let him go, but his 
hand lingered on Nick’s arm. “I’m glad you did. We're going 
down to Baltimore tomorrow. 


Dann’s got some MTV thing to shoot, and he wants me 
there. That show where they let high school kids try to turn 
pro at their dream sport. I’m going to stay with him and 
Jules for a while if that’s okay with you.” 


It felt like Nick was losing everyone who mattered. 
He had to let go, though. He had to let Holly live his life. 


“It’s okay,” Nick said, resting his free hand over Holly’s. “It’s 
good. I’m so proud of you, Holly. 


You're doing great.” 
“Because of you.” Holly squeezed Nick’s arm 


gently. He looked sad and young. “I feel like I’m running out 
on you. First to Aspen, now this. It feels weird. l'Il come back 


if you want. Whenever you want.” 


Nick couldn’t do that to Holly. Not now, not when his life was 
falling apart around him. His wife, his job... Nick didn’t know 
what he was going to do. 


“You're not running out. You’re living your life. 


That’s what you should be doing.” He couldn’t do anything 
to jeopardize this new life Holly had made for himself. No 
matter what Holly said or thought, he’d done all the work. 
Nick had just taken care of him long enough for him to be 
ready. 


“Okay. Thanks, Nick. | can’t say it enough times. 


l'Il come back and say it. It’s not like I’m going to China. You 
want me to keep the GPS card?” Holly’s ò 
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smile suggested he wouldn’t mind. “Then you'll always 
know where | am if you want to find me.” 


Nick smiled, a real smile he felt all the way down to his gut. 


“Keep it,” he said, clasping Holly’s shoulder and leaning in 
to press a kiss to Holly’s forehead, the way Holly so often 
did to him. “I like Knowing where you are, that you’re safe.” 


“I will, then.” Holly hugged him once more, 
fiercely, without warning. “I love you,” he murmured. 
“You're the best thing that ever happened to me.” 


Then, just as suddenly, he let Nick go. “lIl let you know 
when I get settled. Be good.” 


The text message the night Holly got hit by the cab was the 
only other time he’d said that to Nick, and the words were 


Startling. 


“I love you too. Take care of yourself, Holly. l'II see you 
later.” 


Not goodbye, Nick told himself as he walked away, dropping 
his glass off at one of the tables and heading out the door. 
Even if Holly was leaving him, moving on, they’d still see 
each other. It wasn’t like Caroline, like Max. Things between 
him and Holly—they were still good. Nick thought they were 
still good. He hoped they were. He’d been wrong about so 
much... 


KKK 


It didn’t quite feel real until Nick came home—not that it 
was home anymore, and he sure as hell didn’t want to stay 
here—and found the cabinet cleared of wedding china and 
the closets half-empty. It was really over. 
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Now it was time to clean up the debris. 


Nick looked around the living room at the few pieces of 
artwork Caroline had left, and realized he hated them all. 
None of the paintings held any meaning for him. The 
Bickman piece, an angular stainless steel sculpture in the 
corner, was hollow, just like his life with Caroline had been. 
He didn’t want any of it. 


Packing his clothes was the easy part. Nick dumped them 
into boxes, hangers and all. Suits, tuxedos, jeans, shirts—it 
didn’t matter. He could deal with it later. 


Once the closets were cleaned out, though, Nick found 
boxes of things he’d almost forgotten existed, relics from a 
person he’d almost forgotten he’d ever been. To Caroline, 
they had been nothing more than detritus. 


“I don’t know why you insist on keeping those things.” 


And so he’d tucked it all into nondescript boxes and hidden 
them in the back of the bedroom closet, certain Caroline 
would never get rid of enough clothes to find them and get 
pissed. Opening the boxes was like digging up a time 
capsule. 


He set aside the clippings from his college 


newspaper, slightly crumpled, in favor of the cardstock- 
bound amateur literary magazines produced by various 
college organizations. Opening one on top, he turned to the 
table of contents. 


Bed of Sorrows by Nicholas Addison 


He ran his fingers over the words, feeling the heavy grain of 
the paper interrupted by the slick lines of ink. 
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“I found a magazine I think might be a good fit for this one. 
I’m going pick up some stamps from the bookstore 
tomorrow and send it off.” 


“Why?” Caroline’s voice had been so flat, as though she’d 
been offended he might want something more than her 


vision of their life together. “You’re not a fiction writer. 
You’re a journalist.” 


He pulled his hand back and let the cover fall closed. 
Beneath the clippings and magazines, Nick found his a pile 
of old steno pads. He flipped one open. His slanted 
handwriting was smeared with graphite dust, but he could 
still read it. The rest of the boxes were filled with steno 
pads, filled to 


overflowing with stories, so many stories. 


Once, they’d filled up his head just like that. To overflowing. 
He hadn’t been able to keep from writing them. Once. Not 
anymore. He hadn’t written that way in years. 


Caroline had never been interested in his stories. 


Holly, though... If he flipped through more of the steno pads, 
he’d find Holly’s tight scrawl in the margins, detailing his 
reactions in whatever color pen or pencil was within reach 
while he was reading. 


Holly’s notes had made the stories feel real. Like they 
mattered. Nick was sorry he’d ever had to fumble for an 
answer to the question of what Holly did for him. 


KKK 


It only took two trips in a cab to move everything Nick had 
decided to keep. Everything else, all the furniture and 
artwork, went to a storage locker. 
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None of that stuff would fit in Holly’s apartment. 
Nick needed a place to stay, and he still held the lease. 


And, in low moments when he couldn’t be anything but 
honest with himself, he admitted he felt safe there. 


Where he’d made choices that helped Holly get back on his 
feet. Where he hadn’t screwed everything up. 


He didn’t have the energy to unpack the boxes. 


Most of them, he left where they landed—all over, except for 
paths from the bed to the couch, front door, kitchen and 
bathroom. A few, he opened up so he could get to his 
clothes and toiletries. It was like living out of a suitcase 
while on a business trip, except the suitcases were 
cardboard and this was his life. 


It was only temporary. Just until he figured out what he was 
doing next. 


He called Senator Ingalls a few times, as well as her former 
interns, putting together a story he could maybe sell 
freelance. With all the inquiries into her husband’s activities, 
the party nomination was no longer a sure thing, even 
though the senator was the incumbent. That could be a 
good angle. Political blogging was a big deal now. Maybe he 
could get into that, do stories for an online magazine. He’d 
look into it once he had a pitch ready to go. 


Getting a pitch ready turned out to be harder than he’d 
thought. It wasn’t like he hadn’t prepped for pitch meetings 
at the Gazette, but this was different. Same process, 
different life. 


Crumpled yellow balls littered the floor around the couch 
and, once that was impassable, the bed as well. 
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Can infidelity be a good thing? Senator Ingalls is using her 
husband’s indiscretions as motivation to focus on her goals. 


A good thing. A good thing? The paper snagged and tore 
when Nick scratched out the words, but they were still 
there, still visible around the tattered edges. 


A good thing? The pen smacked against the brick fireplace 
and clattered to the floor; the paper fluttered to settle limply 
on the handle of the poker. 


It wasn’t enough. He grabbed for the balls of paper and 
flung them across the room too, all of them, watching them 
arc and patter to the floor in a pile that grew and shifted 
until the hearth disappeared. 


This wasn’t him anymore. Maybe it never had 
been. He’d been wrong about so many other things. 
Maybe he’d been wrong about journalism too. 


The phone trilled, startling him out of his anger and 
melancholy, and he touched Answer before realizing whose 
picture was staring at him from the screen. 


“Caroline.” 


“Nick. We need to talk.” She sounded as confident as ever, 
full of certainty that the world would fall in line with her 
desires. 


Habit had Nick agreeing before he could think better of it. 
“Do you want to meet somewhere for coffee?” 


“Oh, Nick,” Caroline said, her tone somehow both 
disappointed and amused. In the background, Nick heard 
Max’s voice. 


He’d made a terrible mistake. Again. “What do you want to 
talk about, Caroline?” 
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“| left the Bickman piece when | packed my things. 

I’m just calling to make arrangements to have it picked up.” 
The Bickman piece was an angular mass of 


stainless steel Nick had hated from the moment Caroline 
bought it at a gallery opening two years ago. 


“I sold it for scrap metal,” he said flatly. He hadn’t, but he 
would now. He wanted to throw the damn phone across the 
room to join the mountain of discarded paper but settled for 
hanging up on her instead. 


Fucking Caroline. Had she ever really loved him? 


Had he ever loved her? Or had she simply been the right 
woman to marry to complete the facade of a perfect life? 
Nick didn’t know. It didn’t matter now. 


When the phone rang again, Nick dropped it on the floor. For 
once it didn’t matter who was calling. He couldn’t face 
anyone from his old life—his pretend life—not even Holly. 
Leaving everything where it lay, he crawled into bed. He 
was done with this life, with pretending he knew anything, 
with the man he used to be. Finished. 


Ò 
Chapter Ten 


Holly was packing for Mexico when the office phone in his 
Baltimore apartment rang. His cell phone was off, and if that 
was Danner calling again, Holly was going to drive over to 
the main office and gently, lovingly, strangle him into 
unconsciousness. Both of them hated flying, but Holly was 
beginning to grasp that the true hell of air travel was flying 
with Danner. 


He threw two boxes of Dramamine and half a bottle of 
Xanax into his carry-on with the GPS tracker. 


The phone fell silent before clicking over to voice mail. He 
didn’t have much to pack. They’d pick up a lot of their 
clothes at the Baja store. His tux, at least the jacket and 
pants, was already hanging in the garment bag. He’d wear it 
with a Stone Age Sports T-shirt and skate shoes. The phone 
beeped, and Holly straightened, listening to see if the caller 
would leave a message. Julie never left anything more than 
five words. Danner, on the other hand, would run out the 
allotted message time and call back with more. 


“Hollister?” 


Who the hell called him Hollister? Even Dad had given up on 
that. 


“It’s Joaquin, your brother.” 


Half brother. Holly found himself at his desk, staring at the 
phone. 


“Your office said you’d be at home. Devon wants to talk to 
you.” 
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Devon, Joaquin’s daughter. Holly hadn’t seen her since the 
party when he’d graduated from college. He picked up the 
phone. “Hi, Joaquin. Uh, sure, yeah, l'Il talk to Devon.” 


Holly tried to work out how old she’d be now. 


She'd been fresh out of kindergarten and ready for first 
grade when he saw her—a proper young lady in her white 
Mary Janes and carrying her very own parasol. 


Joaquin’s son, Dylan, had been overly solemn at nine, with a 
little bow tie on his dress shirt and dress shorts and sandals. 
That had been back when the family had thought he’d turn 
out like his half brothers. When they’d had some hope for 
him. He hadn’t turned out like them, and they’d stopped 
hoping and calling. 


“Devon, I’ve got Uncle Hollister on the phone for you.” 
There was a squeal and a scuffle. “Uncle 
Hollister?” She sounded half-grown-up already. 


“Hi, sweetheart, what’s up?” It was so alien, the reminder 
his family was more than himself and his mother and the 
distant satellite of his father. 


“Why didn’t you tell me you worked for Danner Stone?” 
Devon’s shriek nearly shattered Holly’s eardrum. 


“| had no idea you’d want to know.” Holly moved the phone 
to the other ear. He wasn’t used to thinking of Devon and 
Dylan as family; Joaquin and Jonah, Holly’s other half 
brother, hadn’t cared for him at all, because his mother had 
“stolen” their father away. 


They were both older than him, and as a kid he hadn't 
gotten to know them very well. There’d been a brief 0 
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time when he was in college, the same college they’d gone 
to, when they’d had some interest in him, but it had faded. 


“I saw you on TV,” she squeaked. “Me and Dylan recorded 
the whole thing! Dylan has, like, so much SAS stuff it’s sick. 


” 


“| don’t have that much.” The light, rusty voice drifted into 
the conversation, filtering past Devon and down the line 
from wherever Dylan was hovering on the edge of things. 
“Just a few skateboards and stuff.” 


Someone was at that “too cool for his cool stuff” stage. 


Holly was a bit relieved to know he’d outgrown the whole 
bow-tie thing. 


“Well, now that | know, what can | do for you?” 


Holly felt ridiculously warm and happy. Working for Dann 
and Julie was great, but this, a phone call from a niece he 


hadn’t thought would remember him at all, was the best 
perk ever. 


“If you could get me his autograph, that would be so sick.” 
“If you don’t stop saying sick, I’m going to be sick. 


You are such a loser.” Yes, Dylan was definitely fifteen. “Give 
me that phone.” 


“You have your own phone. Don’t touch mine!” 
There was a thud in the background. “Dylan’s stupid. 
Don’t get him anything.” 


Holly couldn’t help laughing at that. “Do you want anything 
other than an autograph?” 


“Oh, um...” Holly was pleasantly surprised she 


didn’t have a list. He wanted to strangle half the kids who 
came into the Stone Age Sports stores. Spoiled little 
crapheads. “I don’t know. Ooh, can you find out where Julie 
gets her awesome shoes?” 
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Ah, Julie and shoes. A love affair only slightly less torrid than 
Julie and Danner’s. “I can ask her, sure.” 


“Eee, yay! | love her pink skate shoes with the bows on 
them. They’re sick.” It definitely sounded like Devon was 
still all girl. “And her skateboard with the bunny skulls. | 
would totally learn to skateboard if | had a board like that.” 


“You would not.” Holly thought he’d heard a click on the line 
—sure enough, Dylan must have found another phone. “She 
cries if she breaks a nail.” 


“You don’t skate with your hands, moron,” Devon shot back. 
“And Julie has the sickest nails ever. Mom says | can get 
manicures when I’m thirteen, anyway, so l'Il get acrylics. So 
there.” 


“All right, you two.” Holly was enjoying listening to them go 
at it—maybe his yearning for a sibling was why he’d 
harassed Nick so much—but he thought he should say 
something adult here. “lIl see what | can do for you, Devon. 


Does Dylan want anything or does he already have too 
much stuff?” 


“Uh, well...” Holly could tell Dylan was 
conflicted—should he be cool or ask for something. 


“You know that Firestarter board Danner had at the 
exhibition in Aspen?” 


“The new snowboard? Sure, | know it.” Holly’d just finished 
Signing a pair of twins from the Olympic snowboarding team 
to the new ad campaign for SAS 


winter gear. 
“Are they selling it yet?” 


“No, not until next fall.” But it wasn’t like Danner wasn’t 
tripping over a dozen prototypes and first-run ò 
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versions scattered all over his office. “But we might have 
one or two left over after we finish shooting the ads.” 


“He totally wants one,” Devon blurted out. “He already 
asked for it for Christmas and his birthday. 


More than a new dirt bike, even.” 


“Dev!” Dylan’s voice cracked. Little sisters must be terrible, 
the way they ruined a guy’s cool. Holly had to bite his lip to 
keep from laughing. “It would be kinda cool,” Dylan allowed. 


“Well, l'II see what | can do for you too, then,” 


Holly promised. Maybe Joaquin wouldn’t mind if he delivered 
them in person. 


“Eee! n 
“Thanks, Uncle Hollister.” 


“It’s Holly.” It felt wrong for them to be calling him Hollister. 
Everyone he liked called him Holly. 


“And can | talk to your dad again for a minute? | need to get 
your address and everything.” 


“Yeah, l'Il get him. See ya.” There was the clatter of the 
phone dropping and then a distant bellow. “Da-ad. Uncle 
Holly wants to talk to you.” 


“You are the awesomest,” Devon chirped. There was a funny 
noise, and Holly realized she was kissing the phone. “You 
have to give Daddy your cell number so I can text you. Oh, 
here’s Daddy. Bye, Uncle Holly!” 


“I’ve got it, Dylan!” There was a click, and then Holly heard 
his half brother clearly again. “Hey, Hollister. Thanks so 


much. Dev would not leave me alone until | called. You know 
how kids are.” 
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Well, Holly didn’t, but he wasn’t far from acting like one 
himself most days. “Not a problem. It was good to know 
they remember me.” 


The conversation dropped into uncomfortable 


silence. Oh shit. Holly realized that hadn’t come out quite 
right. 


“No, no. | mean... Look, don’t worry about any of it.” Holly 
had no idea how to say, / totally understand why the nice 
side of the family doesn’t have anything to do with me. 


“Maybe we can just not go six years without seeing you this 
time,” Joaquin said, helping smooth things over. “Dad’s 
been worried about you.” 


Oh. “I didn’t know. He’s got his hands full with my mother 
and the business—” and his first family, “—| figured he’d be 
focused on that.” 


“Dad can make time for anything,” Joaquin said dryly. “He 
always makes Jonah and me feel like slugs. 


And when he was out to see Dev and Dylan last month, he 
mentioned your mother was doing a lot better.” 


“That’s good,” Holly said, swallowing to keep his throat from 
going tight. “I get an email from the staff once a week, says 
the same thing. Did he say if he’d been to see her?” After 


how the last phone call with his mother went, Holly had to 
do something 


differently. With Nick’s approval, he’d spoken to the nurses 
about getting email updates instead, and it was working 
well. Mostly. 


“He did. He brought some things for the kids he said she’d 
asked him to bring. A new dress for Dev 0 
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and a video game for Dylan to replace the one he lost on a 
school overnight trip.” 


That was Mom—she loved spoiling kids, starting with him, 
when she was lucid enough. Holly 


remembered her making baby blankets for all his brothers’ 
kids. She said it didn’t matter how much money people had, 
kids loved things made just for them. Jonah’s second, Lane, 
had literally loved his to pieces, and Mom’d had to make 
him a new one. Even if she never saw Jonah’s and Joaquin’s 
families or heard from them other than holiday cards, Mom 
never hesitated to do things for the kids. 


“That’s a good sign,” Holly made himself say. It was—it was 
better than she had been ten years ago, when she hadn’t 
known anyone or anything. Devon's blanket was the last 
one she’d made, but she’d knit Holly a scarf for Christmas 
last year. She was putting herself back together. “I’m glad to 
hear it.” 


“Well, Dylan sure likes her now. I’d told him I wasn’t 
replacing that damn handheld again, but if your Mom was 


going to give it to him, | couldn’t say no.” 


Joaquin laughed. “He even wrote her a thank-you card 
without being asked.” 


“I’m sure she loved that.” Holly had been sending her 
postcards like he had when he was in college. It was easier 
than the phone, which upset her, or letters, which she 
sometimes couldn’t understand if she was having a bad day. 
“Speaking of mail, can | get your address so | can send the 
kids their stuff?” 


“Sure. But you’re welcome to come yourself if you have 
time. Whenever. We've got the lake house as well. | don’t 
Suppose you know how to water-ski?” 
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“You think | could have gotten a job with Danner Stone if | 
didn’t?” Holly wrote down Joaquin’s address. 


“Okay, right. Well, l'Il drop you a line when we're planning to 
go up if you’d like to come by. | can’t do anything but drive 
the boat, and Dylan’s going to explode if he doesn’t get 
someone to teach him some tricks.” 


“I could do that.” Holly could, he realized. In the last few 
months since L.A., he’d realized there was a lot he could do. 
Including, maybe, feeling like a part of his own family. 


“It'll be good to see you. We’re glad you’re doing better.” 


Holly got Jonah’s address as well. He could send a few 
things to Lane and Eleanor, now that he knew they might be 


interested. By the time he was off the phone, he felt like 
he’d switched lives. 


Looking around his apartment, Holly felt, for a moment, like 
he was in the wrong person’s place. The person who'd been 
packing didn’t have much of a family, didn’t know what to 
do about how far he’d fallen from his older brothers and 
father. The person who'd hung up not only had that family, 
but realized the distance wasn’t all because of him. Some of 
it seemed to be that they didn’t know how to deal with him. 
Knowing didn’t make things better, but 


understanding them was a far cry from where he'd been half 
a year ago, alienated and angry. 


The phone rang again. “Hello?” 
Ò 
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“I can’t find my game.” Danner. Yes, this was still Holly’s life. 


“I have it,” Holly said. “You left it at the diner yesterday. l'Il 
bring it.” 


“I can’t go on the plane without it,” Danner 
warned. “It’d better be mine. lIl know if it’s a new one.” 


“Don’t worry.” Holly picked up the scuffed toy and turned it 
over, laughing. Maybe | should have Mom knit you a blankie 
too. 


Holly lay in the Baja sun under a white-blue sky. He’d been 
out too long, but he didn’t care. Filming didn’t start until the 
day after tomorrow, and he was so relaxed, he couldn’t 
move. A snore rattled almost in his ear—Danner, on the 
next lounge chair over— 


which meant sleep was out of the question, but dozing was 
just right. In the quiet moments, Holly could hear the 
chatter of the staff and the occasional barking of the playful 
puppy someone had brought along. 


When his phone beeped, he was loath to look at the text 
message. Almost everyone important was within shouting 
distance. Except Nick. That was enough to get Holly on his 
feet and into the shade by the outdoor bar that stood 
between the house they’d rented and the ocean that 
pattered against the sand. Terrible day for surfing. 


The bartender passed over a lime mineral water while Holly 
pushed his sunglasses up and squinted to make out the 
text. 


Alison. Heard from Nick lately? 
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Well, hell, said Holly’s brain. 

His fingers skittered over the tiny screen. No. You? 
No. Rich neither. He’s freaking out. 


Maybe he’s on a story. That was what Holly had been telling 
himself. 


Honey, he’s not at the Gazette anymore. 
Holly choked on his drink, spattering water all over. 
“You okay, sir?” 


“Uh, yeah, sorry.” Holly took the proffered towel and 
mopped off his phone while the bartender cleaned the bar. 


Why isn’t he at the Gazette ? A chill settled in Holly’s gut in 
spite of the warm wind and his sunburn. 


lIl get Rich to call you. 
Alison, what the fuck is going on? 
Rich knows more than |I do. 


Holly gave up on texting and dialed Nick’s cell phone. It 
went to voice mail, where a pleasant voice informed him 
Nick’s inbox was full. Fuck. Holly dithered a moment, then 
called Nick’s home number. 


“The number you have dialed is not in...” 


Holly hung up and put the phone down before he dropped it. 
His shaking hands were slick with sweat. 


Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh... The phone rang, and Holly snatched it 
up. Alison worked fast. 


“Rich?” 
“Hey, you haven’t heard from Nick?” 
“I thought he was on a fucking story.” Holly 


couldn’t stay in the shade anymore. He was freezing. 


Leaving the cold drink behind, he went back to the ò 
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patio and huddled on his lounge chair in the sunlight, trying 
not to shiver. 


“He told me not to tell you, but...” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, what?” 

“I only found out through the rumor mill, myself. 

And then he quit answering my calls.” 

Holly was going to fly back to New York and kill Rich. “Rich!” 


“Caroline left him for his editor.” The words came out ina 
rush. “He didn’t want you to know. He said he’d tell you 
when he got things worked out. But then he quit answering 
my calls and no one’s been able to reach him and | found 
out he moved out of his apartment. The landlord doesn’t 
have a forwarding address for him either. The post office 
might, but...” 


Holly was going to kill Caroline and her piece on the side 
while he was there too. “When?” 


“Right about when you left,” Rich said in a very small voice. 
“Look, | was in Thailand on business, and | figured he’d tell 
you and...” 


“I'll call you when I get to New York.” Holly hung up and put 
the phone down with shaking hands. He trapped his fingers 
between his knees and closed his eyes. This wasn’t 
happening. 


“Who's going to New York?” The clatter of Julie’s heels on 
the patio cut into the haze of worry. 


“I don’t like New York,” Danner said sleepily. 


“Let’s not go.” Holly could hear the creak of the chair as he 
Sat up. 


“Me, I’m going.” Holly stood and shoved his phone in the 
pocket of his jean shorts. 


“You can’t go. | need you here.” Julie was at the top of the 
steps, hands on her hips. She didn’t look 150 
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happy. “Look, | know you and Danner are the Impulse Twins, 
but you're supposed to be the responsible one.” 


“It’s an emergency. If you want to fire me, fine.” 


Holly twisted to get past her so he could get inside and 
pack. 


“Wait, why are we firing Holly?” Danner was 

finally awake, shoving his sunglasses up and 
squinting. “I’m not firing him.” 

“You didn’t hire him,” Julie pointed out. “Holly, stop.” 


Holly had the screen door half open, but he slid it shut and 
turned around. He had no idea how he was still standing. He 
should be falling. There was nothing to hold him up 
anymore. Nick was missing. Holly’s mind kept churning up 
the worst-case scenarios. 


And he'd left. He’d left Nick and Nick hadn’t told him and... 
Why? Holly wanted to hit something or cry. 


“What going on?” Julie came over, holding out her hand. 
Holly stared at it a moment and then took it, but even that 
small delay felt like a betrayal. He had to go, he had to find 
Nick. Julie tugged him over to Danner and then shoved. 
Holly’s knees gave out, and he thunked onto the chair next 
to Danner. 


“What’s wrong?” For all his jackass reputation, between him 
and Julie, Danner was the sentimental one. He slid his arm 
around Holly’s back, and his bristly cheek scuffed Holly’s 
sunburned shoulder. 


“You can’t fire Holly,” he said again. “He’s family. 
Can't you see he’s upset?” 
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“Į see it,” Julie said patiently. “I want to know why. 


| know what you get upset over. Running out of potato 
chips.” 


“Nick is missing. My best friend.” Saying it aloud made 
everything worse; the words ripped at Holly’s throat on the 
way out. “He’s been hiding shit from me. 


When he quit calling, | just assumed he got busy.” Just 
assumed Nick had something better to do than talk to him. 


God, he was always assuming. Never asking, so he never 
had to hear an answer he couldn’t handle. 


“Now he’s just gone. ” The bottom had fallen out of Holly’s 
world. 


“I’m sure he’s fine,” Julie said. “Isn’t he the one you say is 
just like me? His wife’s a bitch—from what I recall—but he 
seemed like he could manage himself. 


He’s a grown man, Holly.” 


Julie didn’t understand. Without Caroline, Nick was alone. If 
even Rich couldn’t find him... 


Nick’s father had killed himself after losing the family’s 
money—every fucking penny that wasn’t locked in Nick’s 
trust fund—playing fast and loose until a Ponzi scheme 
pulled the rug out from under him. Nick’s mother couldn’t 
take the fallout and went home to England. Everyone 
fucking left Nick, even Holly. God, how could he have walked 
away? 


Nick was totally alone. It wouldn’t take much for him to end 
up like his father. Too proud to survive. 


Didn’t that kind of thing run in families? Holly knew it did. 
He should have known Nick was just as broken as he was— 
how else could they have fit together so well? 


Julie’s voice stopped him. “Holly, we need you here.” 
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“I know.” Holly didn’t want to bail. The idea of losing the 
whole SAS family when he’d only just found it was horrible. 
But Nick had always been there for him. Nick had to come 
first. “But | have to find him.” Danner’s arm tightened 
around him. 


“You can’t run off because he forgot to call.” Julie shook her 
head. “Holly, we have a dinner tomorrow night, and then 
we’re shooting a commercial series and viral video. You 
have all the plans for that. It was all your idea. We dropped 
a hundred grand into this whole promo setup, and there’s 
still so much more to do.” 


Holly knew. They’d trusted him with so much 


money and... “I can do most of it remotely. We’ve got a 
great director and producer.” Julie shook her head again. 
She was right. No logic in the world was going to get him 
out of this one. “I know something’s really wrong. | have to 
go. Please.” 


“Breathe, Holly.” Julie sighed. “Doesn't his wife know where 
he is?” 


“She’s not... She left him.” God, Holly felt sick saying it. Nick 
was SO private, and he must have been so fucking ashamed 
and angry and lost. Holly didn’t have room to hate Caroline 
anymore; all he had left was wanting Nick back. “I love him, 
Jules.” Holly’s voice broke on the words. “Since...since 
always. | have to go. Even if you have to fire me.” 


“Oh God.” Julie covered her face with her hands. 
“We are totally not firing him,” Danner said firmly. 


“Julie, seriously.” 


“No. We're not. Goddamn it, Holly.” Julie kissed him on the 
forehead the way she did to Danner before 0 
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she sent him out to compete. “Go pack. l'Il book your flight. 
Danner, call and see if you can get someone to come fill in.” 
She let him go and turned on her heel, heading inside. “God, 
why can I not pick men who do anything the easy way?” 


“Don’t worry about her.” Danner hugged him 


again. “You'll have a job when you get back. | promise. Even 
if | have to pay you behind her back.” 


“What if he’s not okay?” The words pushed out of Holly’s 
tight throat. He wanted desperately for someone to have 
the answers. Usually Nick was the one with the answers. 


“Then you'll worry about it when you find out. All you have 
to do right now is find him.” Danner let go and struggled to 
get out of the chair without unseating Holly. “You can do 
that, right?” 


“I know where he is.” As soon as the words were out of 
Holly’s mouth, he knew they were true. “I can find him.” 


Danner offered Holly a hand. “Then go get him. 
And bring him back with you.” 


And bring him... That idea had never occurred to him. He 
could bring Nick back. He had a job, now, an apartment, 

friends. Something to offer, at least until Nick was on his 
feet again. 


Holly let Danner pull him up. “I will.” 
Chapter Eleven 


The sound of a key in the lock startled Nick enough that he 
fell off the edge of the bed when he tried to get up and see 
what was happening. Was it the super? No, Nick had 
remembered to pay the rent on time this month. He’d 
written it on the calendar with a big red circle, and he’d 
crossed it out afterward. 


On his ass on the floor, Nick stared at the door, but it didn’t 
open. He scrubbed his hands over his unshaven face, then 
pushed himself to his feet. Damn it. He stumbled over to the 
door and peered out the peephole. 


Holly. Standing in the hall, sunglasses holding back his wild, 
long golden curls. Sunburned, a ruddy glow on his nose and 
cheeks, his mouth too full and red. He had his hands in his 

pockets, and he was staring down, waiting. Then he looked 
up at the peephole like he could see right through. His eyes 
were clear and blue. 


Oh God. Something in Nick’s chest twisted, clenched, and 
his gut churned. What was Holly doing here? He’d been 
doing so well, following all the rules. 


Had he crashed? Did he need help? 


Holly didn’t look like he was in trouble, though. He looked 
good. So good. He looked beautiful, healthy and happy, just 
like he should. What was he doing here? Nick hadn't 
checked the GPS log in weeks—he 6 
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couldn’t do it anymore, couldn’t look at how far away Holly 
was and remind himself he had no right to Holly anymore. 


“Nick?” Holly knocked. “It’s Holly. You in there?” 
He frowned, looking worried. 


Nick turned and slid down the wall, hiding his face against 
his knees. Damn it all to hell. He couldn’t do this, couldn’t 
talk to Holly. He’d screwed up so much, so badly, when he’d 
thought he was making all the right choices. Choices that 
had cost him all the things he’d really wanted to be doing 
with his life—writing. 


And Holly. God, Holly. He didn’t want to screw Holly up too. 
“Please. May | come in?” 


“Go away, Holly.” Holly would listen, would obey, wouldn’t 
he? 


His only answer was silence. When Nick looked again, Holly 
was gone. 


It wasn’t as much of a relief as he’d thought it would be. 
He stared into the empty hall, empty like his life. 
He’d chosen respectable journalism over the 


uncertain life of a fiction writer, sure that would keep him 
from ending up broke and broken like his father, but what 
had that given him? Nothing. And Caroline, she’d been the 
right partner, but his marriage to her had cost him his 
friendship with Holly—and any chance he might’ve had for 
anything more—and it had left him with nothing but the 


utter certainty that everything he’d worked so hard to 
achieve had been a waste. 


Finally Nick did the only thing he could do: he went back to 
bed and closed his eyes. He didn’t know 156 
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how long it had been when Holly’s voice, thin and tired, 
broke the silence. 


“Nick? Can | come in now?” 
“Why are you here?” Nick called without moving. 
“Because you’re here.” 


Nick made himself get out of bed. “You have a job, a life. 
You're not supposed to be here.” 


“I can do both. | got a lot done today. One of your neighbors 
has open Wi-Fi.” 


“You're not supposed to be here. You’re supposed to be...” 
With Julie and Danner, being happy and alive and Holly. Not 
with Nick, who didn’t even have a life to live anymore. 
“What are you doing here?” 


“Rich is an asshole, that’s what.” 
“Fucking Rich,” Nick muttered. Somehow, he’d 


ended up halfway to the door. Nick didn’t want to go to the 
door. 


Fucking Rich. Fucking Holly. Nick went into the kitchen 
instead and found a pot of cold, overbrewed coffee. Shit. 
After pouring himself a cup and heating it in the microwave, 


he gave up. It was too hard to stand there and fight the way 
his heart was trying to crawl out of his chest and get to 
Holly. “You can come in.” 


“Thank you.” A series of clicks and thuds signaled Holly 
opening the door, then closing and locking it again. Holly 
had a duffel bag and a backpack slung over one shoulder 
and his computer in his hand. He didn’t say anything, didn’t 
even look around. He took off his shoes and found a spot for 
his computer on the end table. Then he went over to the 
closet to unpack his things. 
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It took a moment for Nick to parse what was 
happening. Even once he realized Holly was 
unpacking, it didn’t make sense. 

“What are you doing?” 


“I like being able to find my things. It’s your fault.” 


It looked like Holly had brought enough clothes for at least a 
week, maybe more, though he was efficient about 
unpacking. “Don’t worry about me. Pretend I’m not here.” 


Nick didn’t know what to else to do, so when the microwave 
binged, he got his coffee and sat in the nest he’d made on 
the bed. The sheets hadn’t been washed in weeks, but it 
didn’t matter. He just wanted to have his coffee and go back 
to sleep. 


Holly ignored him. Disappeared into the bathroom. 


There was running water and scuffling and noises that 
filtered into Nick’s head eventually as “Holly cleaning up” 
noises. But he was so tired. He left his empty mug on the 
bed near the pillows and pulled up the covers to shut out 
the world. Even Holly. 


KKK 


The apartment was a disaster. The motel room in 


Hollywood might have been in worse shape, but it had been 
less cluttered. A great deal of the wreckage looked like 
random boxes, whatever Nick had brought from his old 
place and empty takeout containers. 


Looked like Nick had been living on pizza and Chinese food 
for weeks. Maybe months. 


Holly could deal with all of that, but Nick... One step at a 
time. For now, Nick was hidden under a heap 158 
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of blankets in the bed alcove. At least Holly knew where he 
was, and that was good enough. 


The air in the apartment was stale, like the 


windows hadn’t been opened the entire time, and the scent 
of old sweat blended with the stench of even-older food. 
Holly left Nick to sleep and opened two floor-to-ceiling 
windows. The night air slunk in around his ankles. 


That done, Holly turned his attention to the 


unopened mail scattered over the table. He had to figure 
out how bad things were, and Nick wasn’t in any shape to 
tell him. He sorted through the bills and found one for a 
storage locker. He put that aside and kept going. At one 
point Nick had been well enough to take care of some 
things. There were a few things that needed Nick’s personal 
attention, but it wasn’t as bad as Holly had feared. He could 
deal with most of this later. 


Now it was time to clean. At least the apartment was small. 
Holly hadn’t slept since the plane, but this was more 
important. He needed to clean the kitchen, sort some of the 
junk, wash the floors, unearth the table, then sleep. 
Tomorrow, laundry and trying to get Nick to eat real food. 
There wasn’t a thing in the fridge. 


Finally, in the small hours of the morning, the place was 
cleaned to Holly’s satisfaction. He changed from jeans to 
pajama pants and pulled on a warm Stone Age Sports 
hoodie. The couch was stacked with things for Nick to sort 
through, and he couldn’t just crawl in bed with Nick. It 
wasn’t the first time he’d slept on the ò 
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floor. With a sigh, he curled up beside the bed. It didn’t take 
long for him to fall asleep. 


It felt like he’d just fallen asleep when something landed on 
him, jolting him awake before it pulled away. As he blinked 
against the bright midday sunshine, he saw Nick standing 
over him. 


“Shit,” Nick muttered, rubbing at his face. “Sorry.” 


He shook his head and turned away, shuffling toward the 
bathroom. 


Time to get up. Holly rolled to his feet and shook off the 
aches and pains. Months of life with Danner had made him 
able to put up with almost anything. 


Holly might have had Director, Public Relations on his 
resumé, but his real job was keep Danner in one piece while 
Julie runs the business, and Danner had ideas like “let’s go 
sleep on a three-foot-wide ledge halfway up the mountain” 
and “graffiti art on sand dunes. ” If nothing else, Holly was 
never bored. 


Danner wasn’t fooling around, though. His constant motion 
kept Stone Age Sports in spotlight. That, combined with the 
fact that Danner was a really good guy and knew sports and 
fashion better than anyone on the outside would guess, 
made for a lot of money. 


Holly scrubbed the inside of the coffeemaker and set a pot 
to brew. He eyed the bed. Once he got the couch cleaned 
off, he’d make a bed for Nick there, then wash the linens 
from the tangled nest. Eventually, through fixing the rest of 
the mess, he’d find a way to fix Nick too. 


By the time Nick emerged from the bathroom, the coffee 
was ready. He stared at the coffeemaker for a long moment, 
looking confused, and then shook his head and poured a 
cup. With a wary glance at Holly, 160 
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he went back to bed and curled up against the pillows, 
blankets heaped around him, to drink his coffee. 


Holly got some coffee for himself and then sat on the floor, 
his back to the bed, to drink it. 


“The boxes on the couch need to go to the storage locker,” 
he said quietly. “If you give me the key, l'Il take them over 
and get them out of the way for now.” 


There was silence for a long while, and then Nick said, “My 
keys are hanging in the hall closet. It’s the small silver one. 


” 


“All right. l'Il take care of that, then. Can I get you anything 
while I’m out?” Holly looked over his shoulder at Nick. 


“I’m fine.” That was obviously far from the truth. 
“Okay.” Holly reached back to stroke Nick’s knee. 


“It’s good to see you.” He wanted to crawl up into bed and 
kiss Nick’s rough face and then hold him until Nick relaxed 
and really slept. 


“I’m sorry Rich called you, or whatever he did.” 


Nick looked sorry. He looked miserable. “I didn’t want this to 
touch you.” 


“Mm. No idea where I’ve heard that before.” Holly sighed 
and let his head fall back on the bed. “Why didn’t you tell 
me?” 


“You've just gotten your life together. Why would | want to 
fuck that up?” 


“My life.” Holly reached up again and found one of Nick’s 
feet under the covers. “You could never, ever fuck up my 
life. I’d live in a fucking box under an overpass and play the 


harmonica for spare change and I'd be fucking happy doing 
it if | got to keep my o 
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friends. All this time | thought you were okay and | could be 
happy. If l’d known for a minute that you were living like 
this, the nice apartment and the continent hopping would 
have been a living hell.” 


“You're making my point for me.” Nick drank his coffee, 
looking toward the windows. “It’s not that bad. 


I’m fine. I’m just...figuring things out.” 


“What point is that? Is there some rule that says my life is 
better if you’re miserable? That you’re allowed to disappear 
now that you’ve ‘saved’ me? That I’m not allowed to put you 
first?” Holly tucked his mug under the bed so it wouldn’t get 
knocked over. “You can tell me to leave, and | will. But one 
of the things that makes me who I am is you, and that won’t 
change. | can’t pretend it’s not true. All the things that 
helped me get better only happened because of who you 
are to me. You can’t have only half of the equation.” 


“Don’t. Just...don’t.” Nick stared down at his 


coffee as though, somehow, it held all the answers. “It was 
all wrong, all of it. | didn’t want you to be part of that.” 


“What was all wrong?” Holly turned so he was 


kneeling, like he was praying. He understood why Nick had 
been so angry in L.A. That was how Nick dealt with things, 
and Holly wouldn’t have had it any other way. But seeing 


Nick sinking didn’t make Holly angry, just sad and scared 
and more in love with him than ever. Seeing Nick imperfect 
and fragile touched him so deeply, made him ashamed that 
he’d ever put so much stock in Nick’s perfection and quiet, 
impenetrable facade. 


Nick scrubbed his free hand over his face and sighed. “| 
invested in the wrong things, molded my life 162 
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around my family’s vision of how it should be, but | didn’t 
see what was happening around me. | don’t know. | can’t 
figure out when everything changed, or if it was always that 
way and | was too busy doing the right thing to notice none 
of it was right at all.” 


“It wasn’t just you. You can’t control everything, Nick. You’re 
a good person who trusted people. You got played. It 
happens. You were and are right about a whole lot of stuff.” 
Holly leaned forward and kissed Nick’s bare foot. “You were 
right about me.” 


“I was.” Nick offered a sad, wry smile. “Maybe that’s why 
she hated you so much, because you were the one real 
thing in my life.” 


That sounded suspiciously like the truth. She’d disliked Holly 
from the first time they met—when she’d sauntered into 
Nick’s off-campus apartment to find Holly sprawled across 
him in bed. Nick’s completely rational explanation—they 
were talking, hanging out—hadn’t helped. The fact that 
they’d both been fully dressed hadn’t made a difference 
either. 


That meeting had been all the evidence Holly 


needed to know Caroline didn’t give a damn about Nick, 
only about what other people might think. 


Caroline hadn’t taken any longer to work out that Holly 
didn’t give a damn what anyone thought, especially her. It 
had been downhill from there. 


“Look, you didn’t do anything wrong.” Holly 


pressed his cheek to Nick’s cold foot, then kissed it again, 
finding the pale curve of the arch. “I mean it. 


Stop blaming yourself.” 
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“l'm... You don’t know that.” Nick shook his head. 
“There was so much... | don’t know.” 

“I’m real, though, right?” 

Nick looked at him for a long moment, long 


enough that Holly wasn’t sure what the answer was going to 
be. And then, finally, he said, “Yes. You’re real. Even if... | 
know I wasn’t wrong about that, about who you are.” 


“Even if what?” Holly reached out, tentatively, to touch 
Nick’s hand. 


“I don’t know,” Nick said, but he didn’t pull away, so Holly 
held on. “I don’t...| don’t know.” 


“It’s okay.” How could they both do the same 


foolish thing, from such different places? “Don’t worry about 
it. l'II let you be, now, but I’m not leaving. I’m going to take 
those boxes to the storage unit, and then I’m going to do 
some laundry. Is that okay?” 


Nick watched Holly over the rim of his coffee cup. 
“Yeah. Yes, that’s okay.” 


“Don’t worry about anything. I’m going to drop the boxes 
off, stop at the bodega for a few things, then get back 
here.” Holly snagged his mug as he stood. “Try to rest.” 


Nick didn’t answer, but he did tuck his coffee cup onto the 
Shelf over the bed and then lie down. He didn’t look better, 
exactly, but at least he hadn’t hidden his head under the 
blankets. That was a step up from last night. 


Holly got to work. He called a cab company and asked them 
to send a van over. A text message to Julie to say he was 
dropping by Stone Age NY to pick up a few things would 
cover him getting Nick new clothes. 
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Most of what he’d found in the boxes were suits; Nick 
must’ve left his casual clothes in the storage locker— 


assuming Caroline hadn’t done to Nick what Sierra had done 
to him—and Holly didn’t want to waste time sorting through 
boxes there if he could help it. He thought he knew where 
he could pick up linens too. 


The apartment needed to be refreshed in more ways than 
one. 


When the van driver arrived, Holly buzzed him up and then 
checked on Nick again. Sound asleep. He pressed a kiss to 
Nick’s temple. Nick would be back on his feet in no time. 
Holly propped the door open with a box and moved things 
into the hall. It wasn’t much. Nick would be better off if his 
old life disappeared for a while. Then they could work on 
starting over. 
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The cot that folded out from the love seat wasn’t as 
comfortable as the bed, but Holly had banished Nick from 
the bed, insisting on washing the sheets and blankets. Nick 
simply sighed and curled up into a tighter ball, tugging the 
couch blankets closer. He was so tired lately, always so 
tired. 


Nick couldn’t see what Holly was up to, but he heard water 
running and something clinking in the sink. Holly’s footsteps 
came to the bed, and there was a creak as he sat down. 


“C’mere, Nick.” Holly ran a hand over his hair. 
“Let me do something for you?” 


Nick rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, then 
blinked at Holly. Do something for him. Holly. 


Right. 
“Okay.” 


Holly set things on the arm of the couch. “Sit up for me?” 


Rubbing his eyes again, Nick sat up and leaned against the 
back of the love seat. “What are you...?” 


Glass of water. Shaving brush. Pot of shaving soap. 
Razor. “Oh.” 


“Up a bit more.” Holly nudged him and then came around 
the back of the love seat. Without any warning, he climbed 
over and wriggled behind Nick. Suddenly Nick was nestled 
between Holly’s thighs and pillowed against his chest. 
“There we go.” Holly plucked a 166 
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folded, wet cloth from the stack on the arm of the couch. 
“Relax.” 


Relax. Nick could do that. Couldn’t he? He closed his eyes 
and breathed deeply. 


“It doesn’t matter if | haven’t shaved, Holly,” he pointed out. 
“I’m not going anywhere.” 


“You'll feel better.” Holly smoothed Nick’s hair back and 
then washed his face with the warm cloth. 


“You don’t have to go anywhere. No wiggling, or this might 
not go well. I like both your ears where they are.” 


Nick wasn’t sure anything was going to make him feel better 
at this point, but he sat still. He wasn’t in a hurry to feel 
worse either, and he was certain losing part of an ear would 
do that. 


“Just...be careful.” 


“I will be.” Holly was so gentle as he went to work, lathering 
Nick’s stubble and then drawing the razor along the 
landscape of his face. He moved slowly, peeling away days 
of sweat and skin and hair. 


Something about shedding those days did make 
Nick feel better. Lighter, at least. 


“I could’ve done this myself, you know,” he said while Holly 
rinsed the razor between rounds of shaving. Probably. It 
would’ve been a lie to say he would have done it himself, 
though, so he didn’t. 


“Then | wouldn’t get to do it.” Holly ran the fingers of his 
free hand through Nick’s hair. “Want to take a shower 
afterward?” 
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The hot water did sound soothing, relaxing. Like it might 
wash away something of the uncertainties still weighing him 
down. 


“A shower sounds good.” 


“PIL wash your hair if you want.” Holly rubbed his cheek 
against Nick’s ear, then went back to work. 


It took a moment for the offer to make sense, for Nick to 
realize Holly intended to come into the shower with him. By 
the time Nick remembered he had to answer, there wasn’t 


enough time to figure out what to say; Holly was already 
wiping his face with a warm cloth, finished shaving. 


“Go on,” Holly said, rubbing between Nick’s 


shoulder blades with one hand as Nick moved to get up. “I'll 
get you started, then come clean up. If you want me to 
wash your hair, just say so.” 


More time. That might help. Might, if Nick could figure out 
how to say— 


“Yes.” Nick swallowed hard, didn’t look back as he said it, 
just kept moving toward the bathroom. He wanted it, and 
Holly was offering, and all his efforts to draw some kind of 
line between him and Holly had only resulted in Nick making 
a mess of his own life. 


There was no reason to keep up the pretense of distance at 
this point. 


Holly followed him and turned on the water. There were 
clean towels—plush black and gray—stacked on the back of 
the toilet. 


“Tell me if you need anything. l'Il be back in a few minutes.” 


Nick nodded and waited to undress until Holly had left the 
room and closed the door. He’d been wearing the same 
pajama pants and T-shirt since the last time 168 
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he’d showered, after spilling coffee on himself. It hadn’t 
seemed worth the effort to get cleaned up. 


Holly was right, though: it’d make him feel better. He left the 
dirty clothes on the floor and stepped into the shower, 
turning so the water beat down on him. 


“Ready to let me help?” It felt like no time had passed, but 
Holly was stepping into the shower with him, wearing a pair 
of swim shorts and armed with a tube of shower gel and a 
washcloth. 


Stepping out of the spray, Nick asked, “You 
brought swim trunks? To New York?” 


“Nope. | picked them up at SAS today.” Holly wet the cloth 
and drizzled shower gel over it. Then he knelt at Nick’s feet. 
The water flowed over him and darkened his hair. “So | 
could do this.” He gently washed Nick’s feet. 


Nick had asked for help with his hair; he hadn’t expected 
Holly to wash the rest of him too. Especially not like this, on 
his knees. It made Nick remember the way Holly had knelt 
at his feet to apologize for breaking the rules months and 
months ago. So many things had changed since then. 


Holly was tender and determined. He washed 


Nick’s legs, working in circles to coax blood to the surface. 
When he reached Nick’s hips, in the perfect position to suck 
him off, Nick’s ring flashing gold on his hand, he stood and 
changed tactics. 


Time for Nick’s hair. Holly worked shampoo and conditioner 
through Nick’s tangled curls, massaging his scalp and 
temples and neck. All Nick had to do was move enough to 
get rinsed once in a while. Then it was ò 
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back to the cloth, scrubbing the dead skin and sweat and 
failure from Nick’s shoulders and arms and back. 


Holly turned Nick so the hot spray rinsed his back clean and 
pounded his aching muscles. 


It felt good, indulgent, as indulgent as it had been to hold 
Holly and pet him when Holly had been the one in need of 
help. When Holly reached his hips again, Nick stopped him 
with a touch on his shoulder. 


“Let me.” He could wash the rest himself. He 


could’ve done all of it, but this... He didn’t trust his body to 
remember this was only about getting clean. 


When Holly handed over the cloth, Nick said, “Thank you,” 
and meant it for more than just helping him shower. 


Holly straightened to kiss Nick on the cheek. “I'll wait.” With 
a final pet of Nick’s hair, he slipped out. 


When the door clicked shut, Nick finished what Holly had 
started. He did feel better, so much better. It felt like he’d 
shed some of his worries with the sweat and grime that had 
been weighing on him. It was Holly, Nick knew, more so 
even than the shower. 


Holly. God, how had Nick ever pretended that 


Holly didn’t affect him? Holly’s hands in his hair, on his skin, 
all over him. Not just washing him— serving him. And that 
damned ring was still snug on Holly’s finger like Nick had 
branded him, and every time he saw it, mine, mine, mine 
chanted through his mind. 


For all that he’d told himself possession wasn’t what he’d 
intended in giving Holly the ring, that was what came to 
mind when he watched the flash of gold move over his own 
Skin. Possessive was how he felt when Holly knelt for him, 
how he felt when Holly obeyed him without question, asking 
permission for 170 


One Real Thing 


everything from a cup of coffee to leaving the apartment. 
And that commitment from Holly, the bone-deep promise 
the ring symbolized, was as precious as the obedience. 


What the hell was Nick going to do with himself? 
With Holly? 


He groaned and leaned his head against the cold shower 
wall as he wrapped a wet hand around his cock. He knew 
exactly what he wanted to do to Holly. 


Images flashed through his mind, one after the next. 


Holly on his knees; his wet, red mouth stretched wide-open; 
his lips pressed to Nick’s feet; Holly stretched out on his 
bed, golden and naked and beautiful. 


Nick writhed against the wall, fucking his hand, imagining 
fora moment what might have happened if he’d let Holly 
finish. Would Holly have sucked him off, used those pretty 
lips and that clever tongue to make him come? So often in 
college, Holly had been right there for the taking, all wide 
eyes and flirtatious smiles, so much like how he’d looked 
today. All those chances and now Nick wondered if it had 
been a tease or if he could have had Holly by reaching out 
and taking... 


Nick shuddered as he came, and slumped until he sat on his 
heels, panting. What was he doing? And more importantly, 
could he trust himself to make the right choices this time? 


Finally he struggled to his feet and rinsed off one last time, 
then shut the water off. Time to get out before he looked 
like a prune. There was a tap, and then Holly swung the 
bathroom door open. 


Ò 
Anah Crow and Dianne Fox 
171 


“I bought you a new toothbrush,” he said, as though he was 
blissfully ignorant of what Nick had been doing. The steamy 
air might have smelled of come, but Nick couldn’t tell. “And 
toothpaste. | think | threw yours out by accident.” 


When Nick mustered the nerve to pull the curtain aside, 
Holly was wearing a pair of skull-printed gray cargo pants 
and nothing else. Holly put paste on the brush and ran it 
under the water before holding it out to Nick. 


“Here. You do this. l'Il help you dry off.” 
“Well, | suppose that’s simpler than the reverse,” 
Nick murmured and then stuck the toothbrush in his mouth. 


“| would if you wanted it.” Holly snagged a towel and 
started at the bottom. Holly’s broad, muscled back was still 
beaded with water. Once Holly had dried his feet and calves, 
he bent even farther to press a kiss to the top of one of 
Nick’s feet, then the other, sweet and submissive and 
loving. 


The sight of Holly bringing one of his fantasies to life was 
enough to make Nick’s dick twitch. He didn’t think he could 
get hard again so soon, but part of him wanted to find out. 
Nick leaned over the sink, spitting out his toothpaste before 
he choked on it, and tried to remember why he wasn’t 
dragging Holly up to kiss him or suck him off or something, 
anything. 


Holly kept working as though he had no idea what Nick was 
thinking, taking advantage of Nick’s position to dry his back 
and rub the towel over his hair. When he was finished, he 
rested his cheek on Nick’s shoulder. “Let’s go to bed.” 
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Nick was still so tired, even if the shower—and if he were 
honest, Holly’s caretaking—had helped. “Bed would be 
good.” 


“There’s clean sheets.” Holly herded Nick toward the bed 
without waiting for him to get dressed. The apartment 
looked so good. Spotless. There was even a fire in the 
fireplace. Flannel sheets waited on the bed for Nick to curl 
up in them. They would keep Nick warm through the cool 
night even though the windows were cracked to let fresh air 
in. “Lie on your belly, and l'Il rub you down. You keep 
moving like you’re eighty.” 


“| keep feeling like I’m eighty,” Nick muttered, sprawling on 
the bed. Mmm, the sheets felt good. Soft. 


“Like this?” 


“Just like that. You look better, though.” Holly smoothed a 
hand over Nick’s hair as he crouched down to eye level. “It’s 


gonna be okay, Nicky,” he said, still petting. “We’re gonna 
be okay. Right?” 


Nick wasn’t sure, didn’t know. Maybe. Maybe 


they’d be okay, maybe he’d be okay. But that wasn’t what 
Holly needed to hear. “Right.” He managed a smile. “We’re 
going to be fine.” 


“I know we will.” Holly leaned in and kissed 


Nick’s forehead. “But I like hearing it from you.” He padded 
into the kitchen, then returned holding a bottle wrapped in a 
towel. “I like this,” he said, sitting on the bed. “Feel guilty as 
fuck for that, but | do.” His touch was warm and slick with 
oil. 
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“Like what?” Nick turned his head, peering over his shoulder 
at Holly. Holly didn’t have anything to feel guilty about, not 
that Nick could see. 


“Having you to myself.” Holly wasn’t looking at Nick, and he 
bit his lip. He kept working, though, his hands strong but 
gentle on Nick’s back. 


Nick pulled away and rolled over. “Look at me.” 


Holly’s hands dropped into his lap. When he dragged his 
gaze up to meet Nick’s, Nick said, “You don’t have anything 
to feel guilty about. Nothing, understand?” 


A flush rose on Holly’s cheeks even through the sunburn. 
Nick took a chance. Maybe he could make the right choices 
this time, if he did what he wanted to do and not what he 
thought he should do. Nick sat up and leaned in. Holly would 
pull away, Nick knew he would, but Nick would be okay. At 
least he’d have finally done it. 


Holly cupped Nick’s face with slick hands as he met Nick 
partway. There was nothing tentative or teasing about the 
way Holly kissed. It was sweet and tender and open with the 
gentle brush of Holly’s tongue over Nick’s lips. 


It wasn’t anything Nick had expected—it was 


better. He met Holly’s tongue with his own, tasting him. 
Holly was every bit as delicious as Nick had ever imagined 
him to be and more. He teased at Holly’s tongue and then 
Slowly pulled back to press light kisses to Holly’s lips. 


“Nothing to feel guilty about, Holly.” 


Holly was silent and breathless, and his hands were 
unsteady. Without warning, he curled over and dropped his 
forehead to Nick’s thigh. Shivers ran through him, and his 
breath came in shudders. 
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“Shh.” Nick petted Holly’s hair and his bare back, trying to 
soothe him. What had he done now? 


Refusing to look up, Holly pressed a kiss to Nick’s thigh and 
then rubbed his cheek there. Upsetting Holly hadn’t been 
Nick’s intention. When Holly had kissed him back, Nick had 
thought... Maybe he’d been 


wrong. 
He tucked loose curls behind Holly’s ear and said, 
“Tell me what’s wrong.” 

Holly straightened but kept his head down. 


“Nothing new.” He drew in a deep breath and let it out 
Slowly. “Sorry.” 


Oh, Holly. Nick brushed the tears away from Holly’s cheeks 
with his thumbs. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.” He drew 
Holly against him, pulled him in for a hug. “You’re okay.” 


Holly buried his face in the curve of Nick’s neck and hid 
there. “Nothing to be sorry for?” He laughed sharply, and 
then his breath caught. “I’ve been wanting you to do that 
since | saw you for the first time. You finally get around to it, 
and the fucking wheels fall off. 


Maybe | should stick to the housework.” 


That long? Holly had flirted with him in college, but Holly 
had flirted with everyone. Nick had just assumed... “I’m the 
one who’s sorry, Holly. | didn’t realize. | thought you were 
joking.” 


“Not about wanting you. Never. Only about 


expecting you to do anything about it.” Holly sat up again 
and looked Nick in the eyes. “You have no idea how amazing 
you are. So poised, so brilliant, so composed, so perfect, so 
everything | wasn’t. 
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Everything I’m not. | wanted you to look at me. Notice me. 
Tolerate me, even. Everything you gave me was more than | 
deserved. | would never expect you to want me. | would 
never presume.” 


Nick had missed so much, misunderstood so much. 
Christ. “| noticed. | always noticed. | couldn’t help it.” 


“It was more than enough. It still is. | Know I was an ass, that 
| was wrong to do it. It was so good to have someone who 
gave a damn like you did.” Holly shrugged one shoulder. “I 
meant it when | said you were the best thing that ever 
happened to me. 


Anything you want from me, you can have. No strings. 
| promise.” 


Nick threaded his fingers into Holly’s hair and leaned in to 
press a kiss to his forehead. “I want you to finish the 
massage, and then I want both of us to get some sleep.” 


He needed to stop and think, to make sure he 


wasn’t going to make the same mistakes all over again, to 
make sure he wasn’t missing anything, before he rushed 
ahead to take what he wanted. He wanted so much, and he 
had to be sure. The last time he’d made this choice, he’d 
picked Caroline, and that had been a terrible mistake. He 
couldn’t get it wrong this time, not when it was Holly 
hanging in the balance. 


“Okay.” No argument at all. “Lie down. l'Il take care of you.” 
Holly reached over to pick up the bottle of oil. “Let me warm 


this up again.” 


Nick nodded. “Go on.” He rolled over onto his belly again. In 
a matter of minutes—seconds, even— 


everything had changed. 


When Holly returned, he started at Nick’s feet. He kissed the 
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massages, like his fingers knew the secrets of other people’s 
bodies. He was patient and silent, chasing out the tension 
as he worked his way up Nick’s body. 


Holly didn’t kiss anywhere else, not that Nick knew. 


By the time Holly got to his back, sleep had won out. 


Ò 
Chapter Thirteen 


Holly couldn’t sleep. Sleeping on the floor wasn’t the 
problem. It was Nick. It was him. It was both of them. 


He hadn’t expected Nick to kiss him. If he had, he wouldn’t 
have cracked like that. He wanted to pull his heart out and 
put it at Nick’s feet, but he couldn’t. 


This wasn’t real. Not that it wasn’t happening, but Nick... 
Nick was not himself. Nick had never made a pass at him 
before. Fuck, and then Holly had gone and acted like a 
fucking moron about it. 


Fuck. Holly wanted to bounce his head off the hardwood 
floor. He wanted to get drunk, maybe walk in front of a 
faster cab. How could he have been so fucking weak and 
stupid? At least I know now, he thought. /’m ready for it. 
Holly would give Nick anything he wanted. 


Whining because it wasn’t “real” was disgustingly 
disingenuous. Wasn't like Holly hadn’t put out for more 
nameless, meaningless people than he could count. If Nick 
wanted any part of him, Holly was going to take the moment 
and enjoy it, because when Nick was better—and Holly 
wanted him better— 


nothing like that would ever happen again. 


Above him, there was a grumbly sound and a yawn, and 
then Nick’s head appeared. “You're allowed to sleep on the 
bed.” Blinking in the dim light, he added, 


“It was your bed first, after all.” 
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“Imposing on you isn’t as funny as it used to be,” 


Holly pointed out. He reached up and petted Nick’s cheek. 
“If you want me there, l'Il come up.” 


“Come to bed, Holly.” There was a commanding 
tone to Nick’s voice that Holly hadn’t heard in so long. 
Then Nick rolled away, yawning again. 


Holly suppressed his shiver of pleasure at the edge in Nick’s 
voice as he crawled into bed. He curved his body to match 


Nick’s and slid an arm around his waist. 


The memory of Nick sleeping with him after the accident 
was still fresh and sweet. Nick’s arm covered his, holding 
him there, and Nick laced their fingers together. 


“Sleep, Holly.” 


Nick smelled so good: clean and warm and Nick. It took 
Holly a long time to fall asleep, he was so knotted up inside 
with the pleasure of being close and the memory of Nick’s 
mouth on his, but the knowledge Nick was going to be all 
right made it possible for him to sleep at last. 


When awareness seeped back in, Holly wasn’t 


wrapped around Nick anymore. He was curled up and facing 
out of the nook, and Nick was holding him. 


Nick’s breath was hot on the back of Holly’s neck, ruffling 
his hair. 


That felt so good. Holly couldn’t help pressing back to soak 
up Nick’s warmth. Shifting brought Nick’s morning erection 
right up against Holly’s ass, and Nick groaned, arms 
tightening around Holly, pulling him even closer. 
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“Good morning, Holly,” Nick whispered, nuzzling Holly’s 
nape. 


Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. Holly couldn’t keep himself from 
grinding backward against Nick’s delicious hardness. He 


wanted so badly to push his clothes aside and offer himself 
up. Anything to make Nick feel good. 


The nuzzling turned to kisses, open and wet, with hints of 
teeth brushing Holly’s skin. Nick’s hips rolled forward, 
pressing that hard cock between Holly’s ass cheeks like Nick 
could get in even through Holly’s pants. 


“You like that?” Nick’s voice wasn’t much more than a growl, 
low and hot. 


Holly was dreaming. He was going to wake up 


sticky and humiliated in Nick’s bed. His rational mind 
reminded him he was awake and this was real, but it still felt 
like a wet dream. All he could do was nod, shivering with 
pleasure as his body answered Nick’s without his 
permission. He was so hard already, in spite of the twist of 
fear and shame in his chest. 


“Yeah. Holly...” Nick slid his hand under the 


narrow elastic waist of the pajamas, and then cupped 
Holly’s dick. “God, I’ve been wanting to do this for years, ” 
Nick muttered softly, almost like Holly wasn’t supposed to 
hear, and then moved his hand. 


The confession was more of a shock than the touch. 


Holly whimpered Nick’s name, shoving his pants down to his 
thighs so Nick could have anything he wanted. Nick’s hand 
on him was as good as Holly could have imagined back 
when he’d bothered 


imagining it. He curled forward to tug the hoodie he’d worn 
to sleep off over his head and then pressed his 180 


One Real Thing 


back to Nick’s chest, his skin singing with the awareness 
that it was Nick he was touching. As Holly slid back, Nick’s 
cock nudged between his thighs and Nick wrapped his arms 
around him again, holding him close. 


Nick trailed his fingers over the head of Holly’s dick, and he 
asked, “Are you allowed to do this?” 


It was so hard to think when Nick was touching him. Holly 
loved him so damn much. 


“I don’t know,” he said unsteadily. “It’s not meaningless 
sex.” He reached back to touch Nick’s cheek. “But it’s up to 
you. Your rules.” If Nick said no, Holly would do as he was 
told. 


“That’s what | wanted to know.” Nick kissed 


Holly’s bare shoulder and wrapped his hand around Holly’s 
dick again, stroking him slowly. Holly tensed his thighs 
around Nick’s cock, the feel of it adding to the pleasure. He 
wasn’t going to last long, and he knew it. Holly reached 
back to find the curve of Nick’s hip and then his ass; he’d 
wanted to touch Nick for so long. 


Nick’s free hand slid down to cup Holly’s balls, the tips of his 
fingers pressing behind them, and his grip on Holly’s dick 
tightened as his palm rolled over the head. “I want to make 
you come.” 


“Anything you want. Oh fuck, Nick.” He was so goddamn 
easy. 


“Yeah, like that.” Nick twisted his hand around Holly’s dick 
faster, tighter, kissing his way to the curve of Holly’s neck. 


“I want to hear you.” 
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Anything Nick wanted. Holly let his head fall forward, baring 
his neck, pushing backward into the safety of Nick’s body. 
Holly had never had any damn dignity anyway. He gave in 
to gasping Nick’s name and fucking Nick’s hand. When he 
came, it was graceless and uncontrolled, his whole body 
jerked by one wave of pleasure after another as he cried out 
again and again. He had no idea what he was Saying, all he 
could hear was his own voice and the slamming of his pulse. 


“So good,” Nick murmured as Holly’s focus 


returned. “You’re so good. Beautiful, Holly. | knew you would 
be.” He moved his hand in slow, slick circles over Holly’s 
belly, petting, his cock still hard between Holly’s legs. 


Holly mopped up with the hoodie that had caught most of 
his come, then dropped it off the side of the bed. The 
meaning behind Nick’s words was seeping into his 
consciousness—Nick wanted him, had wanted him for a long 
time. The surge of emotion nearly choked him, and his 
breath caught. He pulled away from Nick, but only to turn 
over, to get closer. 


Careless of the mess, Nick laced his fingers into Holly’s hair 
to draw him in for a kiss. This wasn’t the light, tender kiss 
from last night—these kisses were intense, fierce and hot 
and overwhelming. They made Holly want to beg, to get on 
his knees, to kiss Nick’s feet, anything to show how he felt. 


He let Nick have him, yielding, unable to stop shivering. He 
found Nick’s cock, brushing it with a flutter of fingers; he 
didn’t want to touch without permission, but he couldn’t ask 
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his. Nick nipped at Holly’s lower lip, then licked to soothe 
the bite. 


“I want your mouth. You always looked so good like that, 
your lips all soft and swollen. Such a pretty mouth.” 


The first time Nick had caught Holly having sex with 
someone, Holly had been blowing a random frat boy outside 
the kitchen door of one of the campus clubs. At the time 
Holly had just hoped it would make Nick want it for himself. 
He could still taste the cherry of the condom when he 
remembered how badly he’d wanted to be with Nick 
instead. He couldn’t remember where he should have been 
that Nick had been looking for him at all. Nick had walked 
away and not talked to Holly all night, which had only made 
Holly that much more determined to show him what he was 
missing. 


“It was always yours,” Holly said, surprising himself by 
managing to say anything past the tightness in his throat. 
He slid down Nick’s body, pushing the covers away, and 
swallowed Nick’s cock whole. He didn’t want to give Nick a 
chance to change his mind. 


“God, yeah.” Nick rolled onto his back and pushed up on his 
elbows, and Holly followed. “I want to see. | want...” 


Holly wanted him to see, always had. Getting 


Nick’s cock in his mouth for the first time was better than 
coming, better than anything Holly could imagine, even Nick 
fucking him. Like this, he got to take care of Nick, give Nick 
everything he had. He went slow at first, exploring as he 
drew back almost all the way and then took Nick in deep, 
again and again. It ò 
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was a long time before Holly realized the soft noises in his 
ears were his own low moans of pleasure. 


Nick slid his fingers into Holly’s hair, tugging his head back. 
Before Holly could wonder what was wrong, Nick guided 
him, held him while fucking his mouth. 


His eyes slid shut as he let Nick have him. It was sucha 
rush. He kept sucking and licking and 


swallowing, not wanting to be passive, loving the way he 
got to focus on how damn good it was to have Nick’s cock in 
him. Slowly his eyes fluttered open. 


Nick’s cock slicked precome across Holly’s tongue with 
every pass, and his breath came faster. “Fuck. 


Holly... Christ, your mouth...” 


Holly whimpered, sucking hard to get more of the taste. The 
look on Nick’s face was incredible; Holly hadn’t ever seen 
Nick like this, and it made him ache. 


This was everything he’d wanted to give Nick all this time. 


Nick wasn’t just focusing on getting off—he 


watched Holly take him in. Nick moved faster, deeper, and 
moaned as Holly swallowed around him. Holly loved him so 
much. He didn’t want to miss a moment of watching Nick 
want him. As much as he’d 


fantasized about this, he’d never imagined Nick would be 
this into him. 


Holly took Nick in all the way, letting him thrust deep into 
his throat as he came. Shudders ran through Holly’s body. 
The thrill of making Nick come was a rush as good as his 
own orgasm. 


Nick’s thrusts slowed and finally stopped, and then his hand 
Slid into Holly’s hair, tugging lightly. 


“Up.” 
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Yes, yes, anything. Holly lifted his head obediently, going 
where Nick led. He could taste Nick’s come, and he licked 
his lips in case any had escaped him. He was going to be 
jerking off thinking of this for as long as he could 
reconstruct it in his mind’s eye. 


Nick pulled him up until he was kneeling over Nick’s lap, 
until his lips were pressed against Nick’s mouth, and then 
Nick kissed him, licking into his mouth and moaning like he 
wanted sex all over again. 


When Nick drew back, it was only to mouth at 


Holly’s lips and whisper, “Are you okay?” 


Holly couldn’t figure out what that meant. His head was 
spinning, and somewhere inside, he was still waiting to 
wake up. He just nodded and hoped it was the right answer. 


“I think this time you’re the one who’s in dire need of a 
shower.” 


Holly nodded again. Whatever Nick wanted was 


good. His throat ached deliciously, and he was unsteady, 
but he didn’t care. He wanted as much of Nick as he could 
soak up before life had to go back to normal again. 


“Do you want me to come with you?” 
Holly paused as he was sorting himself out to get up. 


“Only if you want to.” He could feel his cheeks flush. He 
didn’t want Nick to do anything Nick didn’t want to do, and 
he felt guilty for how much he wanted Nick to come with 
him and touch him and not stop touching him. 
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“I wouldn’t have asked if | didn’t want to.” Nick pointed 
toward the bathroom. “Come on. Maybe now l'Il be able to 
properly appreciate how good you look when you're all wet.” 


“You've always been welcome to it,” Holly pointed out. He’d 
never been shy about his body, never taken nudity too 
seriously. He made himself get up, ordering his legs to 
behave, and held out a hand to Nick. Nick slipped his hand 
into Holly’s and slid out of bed. 


“I’ve always been welcome to look,” Nick 
corrected. “But that’s not the same thing.” 


“No.” Holly walked backward so he could look at Nick. “You 
were always welcome to it. To any part of me. You still are. | 
was a fucking coward.” In the bathroom, he pressed 
apologetic kisses to Nick’s jaw. 


“I was wrong.” His hands shook as the way he’d felt all 
those years came rushing back. He’d been so bitterly afraid. 


“So was l.” Nick cupped Holly’s cheek and tilted his face up 
for real kisses. “I didn’t know, and | should have. | should’ve 
seen, but | didn’t look closely enough. It won’t happen 
again.” Nick’s kisses were soft and as tender and soothing 
as when he used to pet Holly’s hair. Maybe those touches 
had been another way for him to show how he felt. 


“I was always yours. | didn’t care how.” Nemesis, lover, 
plaything, confidant, friend—Holly would have settled for 
anything. Then Nick’s words caught up with him. “See if you 
still want me after you’re back on your feet.” He mirrored 
Nick’s gesture, stroking Nick’s cheek with his free hand. “l 
know this isn’t— 
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him anything. Holly hadn’t forgotten his reason for coming 
here: to put Nick back together. 


“You can see if | still want you then. | already know. I’ve 
wanted you since you were eighteen and throwing yourself 
into every kind of trouble you could find. It’s not likely to 


change at this late date.” Nick smiled and kissed Holly’s 
forehead, then moved away to flick on the shower. 


Holly stepped behind Nick and ran his hands over Nick’s 
shoulders, drawing him closer until Holly could kiss the back 
of his neck. He held on to Nick for a long moment, sliding his 
arms around Nick’s waist and pressing his cheek where he’d 
kissed. He wanted to hold on to Nick a while, to know this 
was real. 


“I’m not saying | have any idea what I’m doing here,” Nick 
warned, leaning back against him. “I’m not even sure | know 
which way is up right now, but this—you—I’m sure about.” 


“You don’t have to know.” Holly sighed and let himself 
believe this was really happening. “Let me take care of you, 
take care of everything you need, until you figure it out. It’s 
what | want. Please.” 


Nick was quiet long enough that Holly wondered if he was 
pissed off. Finally, though, Nick said, “I’m not hurting for 
money, Holly.” 


“I don’t mean money.” Fuck, that stung. Holly slipped past 
Nick into the shower. His throat was tight, so he ducked his 
head under the hot water, waiting for the worst of the 
emotion to pass. “Money’s not what you need. When did 
either of us ever give a damn about that?” 
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Nick slid in with him and pulled the curtain closed. 


“You're right. I’m sorry.” 


Holly didn’t bother to keep the hurt off his face when he 
straightened and pushed his wet hair back. He grabbed the 
shower gel and a washcloth. He really wanted to get clean. 
He felt stupid and dirty all of a sudden, eighteen again and 
missing whatever 


sophisticated point Nick had in mind. He dumped gel on the 
cloth and shoved the bottle back onto the shelf. 


It fell to the floor instead and oozed green, sage-scented 
slime. 


“Hey.” Nick wrapped his hands around Holly’s 


wrists. “I’m sorry. | misunderstood. | do that a lot, 
apparently.” He shifted his grip, moving both Holly’s wrists 
to one hand and tipped Holly’s head up with the other. “You 
want to take care of me. All of this, the things you’ve been 
doing for me here these past few days. Are we talking about 
the same thing now?” 


Holly felt like his head was going to explode with frustration. 
He didn’t even have words to explain, didn’t know what was 
wrong with him. 


“Anything.” It was the only word he could make come out. 


Nick held his gaze and nodded. “I like it when you do things 
for me.” 


“Just let me.” 


Holly felt like he’d run too far, too fast. He slid down, back to 
the wall for balance, and picked up the shower gel before its 
slick contents made the entire tub treacherous. He’d just 


swiped his hand over the bottom of the tub to rinse away 
the escaped gel when Nick got a hand in his hair. The touch 
was like cutting the strings on a marionette. He sank to his 
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his head against Nick’s thigh, and his breath escaped him 
with a soft, torn sound. 


“I’ve got you,” Nick said softly, petting Holly’s hair. “It’s 
Okay. You’re good.” 


Holly closed his eyes and tried to let the petting fill him up. 
He bent and kissed the tops of Nick’s feet—it was the only 
way he knew how to say what he was feeling, how much he 
had meant it when he said anything— and then 
straightened. Everything felt fragile and right just now, and 
he didn’t want to unbalance them. He would just keep 
taking care of Nick and let that speak for him. 


“That’s good,” Nick said. The expression on Nick’s face, the 
darkness of his eyes, said it was true. 


Ò 
Chapter Fourteen 
Nick was clean and well slept and, for once, hungry. 


The smell of things toasting filled the apartment. Holly was 
managing to make breakfast with surprising ease, while 
Nick was banished to the love seat. Nick hadn’t really 
thought about whether Holly could cook. Holly, it had 
seemed, lived on sex and sun and excitement. 


“Here’s your coffee.” Dressed in the same cargo pants from 
the day before, still slipping down to show his hip bones, 
Holly padded over to him. He gracefully knelt by the love 
seat, holding the mug while Nick got his hands out of his 
robe to take it. 


“Thank you.” Nick took the mug and brushed 


Holly’s cheek with the backs of his fingers to show his 
thanks. There was something about seeing Holly on his 
knees, about Holly kneeling for him, that warmed Nick from 
the inside out. 


Holly leaned into the touch, closing his eyes. When he 
looked up, his expression was hopeful. “May | please have 
some coffee?” 


Holly could’ve been asking to suck him off, the way Nick’s 
body reacted to the question. God, he didn’t even know... 
No, he hadn’t known. He’d thought his responses to Holly’s 
obedience were only because he’d wanted to make sure 
Holly was safe. But he’d been lying to himself. He could see 
that now. He wanted that all the time, wanted to hear Holly 
ask so sweetly for the simplest things. “Yes, you may.” 
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Holly turned to kiss Nick’s fingers. “Thank you. 


Breakfast will be ready soon.” He got up and got a cup of 
coffee, then went back to making breakfast. 


“So when did you learn to cook?” Nick sipped his coffee and 
shifted so he could see Holly more clearly. 


Holly was so gorgeous, warm and golden and alive. 


“When | was a kid. For my mom. We had a cook. It was just 
that sometimes Mom wouldn’t eat her 


cooking, you know, in case it had drugs or something in it. 
So the cook let me do it. Nothing fancy, but | can get by.” He 
pulled a tray out of the oven. “The first thing | learned was 
eggs Benedict. That’s still her favorite. Any variation on the 
theme. Florentine, lobster, asparagus, you name it.” Holly 
brought over a plate with a toasted bagel and scrambled 
eggs, and a dish with melon and mango slices. He held 
them out like an offering. “Here. l'Il move the end table for 
you.” 


“Your mother has good taste in breakfast food.” 
Holly so rarely talked about his mother, even now. 


Nick wanted to encourage any effort Holly made to share 
her with him; he wasn’t going to miss a chance to get Holly 
to talk some more. “How’s she doing, by the way?” 


There was a pause as Holly moved the table over, and Nick 
held his breath, hoping he hadn’t ruined a beautiful 
morning. 


“She’s good,” Holly said at last. He put utensils and a napkin 
on the table and kissed Nick’s forehead before returning for 
his own breakfast. Nick couldn’t see his face, but he could 
read Holly’s shoulders and 0 
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the insecurity written there. “They got her on a new med 
that seems to be doing well for her. Less paranoia. 


If she can stay stable, | might go and see her. If that’s okay.” 
He looked over his shoulder at Nick, his expression cautious. 


Nick set his coffee down and shoved his fear for Holly aside. 
“As long as you keep talking to me about it, I’m sure it'll be 
fine.” He’d lost his family, he’d be damned if he did 
anything to make Holly lose his. 


“Just tell me when. l'Il come with you if you want.” 


“I want it.” Holly’s voice was so quiet, almost lost in the 
sound of cutlery clinking together as he pulled out a fork 
and knife for himself. 


Nick exhaled and made himself take a bite of his breakfast. 
He wasn’t going to push Holly more—he wanted to tell Holly 
how damn proud he was of how far Holly had come, how 
good it felt to know Holly trusted him, but he knew Holly 
wanted to let it go. 


He’d find other times, other ways, to tell him all those 
things, again and again. 


“This tastes as good as it looks. Thank you.” Nick would 
have lied about it just to see Holly’s anxiety fade in the glow 
of getting something right, but it really was good. The eggs 
were perfectly creamy, the English muffin lightly crispy and 
fluffy at once. 


“| could get used to cooking once in a while.” 


Holly settled on the floor by the table. His sweet, adoring 
expression was so familiar and yet so different now that 


Nick knew it was utterly genuine. “Especially if you were 
around.” 


Nick wanted to be there. He’d loved Caroline, and he’d been 
committed to his marriage with her—he never would’ve 
cheated on her—but his feelings for 192 
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her had never come close to how he felt about Holly. 


His feelings for Holly had been frightening in their intensity, 
but he wasn’t afraid anymore. Knowing Holly wanted him 
too made all the difference. 


Impulsively Nick set his plate aside and gestured for Holly to 
hand his plate over. 


“Let me.” 


Holly obeyed without question, twisting so Nick could see 
the confusion written all over his face. He speared a bite of 
mango and held it out instead of trying to explain. As Holly 
opened his mouth, Nick knew his impulsive decision had 
been a good one. He should’ve done this months ago. 
Feeding Holly felt natural. 


Holly wriggled and leaned over to rub his cheek on Nick’s 
knee. The smile that touched his mouth was small, but the 
way his eyes shone, it was like he was holding back to keep 
from bursting out in every direction with sheer happiness. 
No one in Nick’s life did happiness like Holly. 


Nick fed him slowly, pausing now and then to 


allow Holly to drink his coffee and so he could eat too. 


It felt as though eating took longer, maybe more than twice 
as long, but the time didn’t matter. Sharing a meal this way 
was an indulgence, one Nick wanted to experience many 
more times in the future. 


“Next time,” he said, offering Holly a small bite of egg, 
“maybe just one large plate for both of us.” Holly ate the 
egg, then nodded. 
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“If you want, l'Il buy us some dishes next time I’m out that 
way.” He shifted enough to kiss the back of Nick’s hand. 


Holly had always stolen kisses when Nick least expected it, 
and then escaped before Nick could react or scold him. 
Before, it had been frustrating. Now, it was sweet. Nick 
touched Holly’s lips with his fingertips and smiled. 


“If you think that would make things easier, then yes.” 


“They'd be ours.” Holly kissed and mouthed at Nick’s 
fingers, his tongue sneaking out to brush the tips. 


Nick cupped Holly’s cheek and drew him up, up, for a kiss 
on the mouth. “Then you should buy some.” 


“I love you,” Holly said softly. He’d said it before, at that 
charity ball, in that text message, but this time was 
different. Or maybe not so different. Maybe it was simply 
that this time Nick was ready to hear the truth in the words. 


“I love you too,” Nick said and dipped his head to kiss Holly 
again. Holly gave him that kiss and then another, yielding 
and sweet. When he pulled away, he butted his nose 
against Nick’s jaw and nuzzled under it to kiss Nick’s throat, 
so Nick couldn't see his face. 


“Will you take me to bed, please?” Holly’s voice was thick, 
his words coming haltingly. “Please, take me to bed and fuck 
me,” 


Nick had never seen Holly so shy about sex. He wasn’t 
hungry anymore, not for food. Not with Holly asking so very 
sweetly to be fucked. 


“Yes.” Nick set the plate on the table and said, 
“Breakfast can wait.” 
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“I'll go get what we need.” 


He stood and Nick could see his cheeks were a deep 
crimson far darker than any sunburn. Nick had never seen 
Holly so shy about anything. He caught Holly’s wrist and 
pulled him onto the love seat; Holly managed to fall 
gracefully enough to land with a knee on either side of 
Nick’s thighs. He cupped Holly’s cheek in his free hand and 
made Holly look at him. 


“Are you Okay?” 


“Yes.” Holly’s eyes were downcast, but finally he looked at 
Nick through his lashes. “No. I’m sorry. Can we please 
pretend | am?” 


“If you can promise me whatever's wrong isn’t going to be 
made worse by what you’re asking for.” 


Nick didn’t want to hurt Holly any more than he already had. 


“I don’t think so.” Holly leaned his hot cheek into Nick’s 
hand. His lips were tight and he looked away again. “When | 
knew | wasn’t good enough for you, making it worse didn’t 
matter.” 


Christ. “You are... Holly.” Nick had no idea how to fix that, 
except to show Holly he was good enough. 


He drew Holly in with both hands for a long, slow kiss. 
“You're good enough.” 


Holly kept his eyes closed, but he didn’t pull away. 


“| wish | weren’t so...secondhand. Used. I’d be better for 
you, if l’d known. I’m sorry.” 


“I want you the way you are. | always have.” Nick mouthed 
at Holly’s lower lip and slid his hands down to cup his ass, 
pulling Holly against him so he could feel how much he was 
wanted. Holly moaned and ò 
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shivered, slipping his hands into the opening of Nick’s robe 
to touch his skin. 


“Oh God, | love you.” Holly’s voice was rough and unsteady. 
“I wanted you so much, for so long. | want to feel you want 
me. Just...anything. Just please have me.” 


Nick wanting him was not something Holly needed to worry 
about. “Where are the condoms and lube?” he asked, 
kissing his way over to lick and nibble the curve of Holly’s 
neck. 


Holly arched his neck to give Nick better access and 
swallowed hard. “They’re in the closet.” 


Nick sucked hard enough to leave a mark, then looked at it 
with a bone-deep and visceral sort of satisfaction. “Go get 
them. And take off your clothes for me.” 


“Yes, Nick.” AS soon as Holly was standing, he undid his 
pants and slid them off. As he stood there, folding them, 
Nick got a chance to admire him all over again, from the 
newly muscular, lean lines of his body to the hot rise of his 
erection. Still flushed and eyes down, Holly put away his 
pants. 


Nick’s eyes were fixed on Holly even as he walked to the 
bed, shedding his robe along the way. God, it was sexy, the 
way the muscles in Holly’s legs and ass rippled as he stood 
on his toes, reaching for an upper shelf. Nick pulled back the 
bedcovers and lay down, tucking a pillow under his head. 
Holly came to the bed and knelt, putting a box of condoms 
and a pump bottle of lube on the mattress for Nick’s 
approval. Both were unopened. 


Holly could’ve been lying about not having had sex since 
the car accident. He could’ve been, but Nick 196 
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knew he wasn’t. Knowing Holly had followed the rules and 
that he’d been untouched all that time sent heat racing 
through Nick. 


“Good,” he said. “Come to bed. | want to get you ready for 
me.” For him. No one else. Finally Holly was all his. 


Holly crept onto the foot of the bed, but it was only so he 
could kiss Nick’s feet and rub his cheek against them. He 
made needy sounds as he pressed 


openmouthed kisses to the arches. Breathing hard, he 
pulled away with an obvious effort and crawled up to where 
Nick could touch him, straddling Nick’s hips. 


Nick cupped Holly’s cheek and kissed him on the mouth. 
Lightly this time. He didn’t want to forget what he was 
doing. Curling his other hand around Holly’s hip, Nick rolled 
them over so he was on top and staring down into Holly’s 
wide, too-blue eyes. 


“I’m going to give you what you want,” he 


murmured, “but | want to play with you first. | want to touch 
you and taste you and fuck you with my fingers until you’re 
begging for it.” In grad school he’d jerked off so much 
thinking about all the ways he wanted Holly, he was 
surprised he hadn’t pulled a muscle. 


Now he wanted to put all those fantasies into action. 


Holly nodded, then added, “Yes, Nick.” His voice was low, 
and Nick realized with a jolt that the roughness he’d heard 
all morning was from Holly’s throat being raw after Nick had 
fucked his mouth so deep. “Anything. | want you to have 
everything. You don’t have to ask.” 
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Nick kissed him, soft and slow, and then pulled back to say, 
“I wasn’t asking permission. | was telling you what to 
expect.” He slid his hand between their bodies and found 
Holly’s cock, stroking lightly, barely touching. 


“Oh.” Holly let his hands fall to the pillow beside his head. 
“Okay.” Nick loved the way Holly just gave in like that. 


“Knees up,” he murmured, shifting to the side so Holly could 
obey. Then he knelt between Holly’s legs and trailed his 
hands down the sensitive skin of Holly’s inner thighs. 
“Beautiful.” 


Holly’s breathing had settled to a slow, shallow pace. “Can’t 
believe this is real.” 


“Very, very real.” 


Nick kept having to remind himself this was real too. It 
helped to touch. He leaned over to taste, to tease his 
tongue over the head of Holly’s cock. Oh yeah, that helped 
too. Holly let out a soft, wordless cry and parted his thighs 
even more. 


“Nick.” He didn’t push or beg, though. He lay there and let 
Nick have him. Nick licked and kissed, but didn’t suck, didn’t 
take his cock into his mouth. He wanted to feel the clench of 
Holly’s body as he came. 


“You're going to be good, aren’t you, Holly?” Nick looked up 
from where he was nuzzling the base of Holly’s cock. “You're 
not going to come until I’m inside you, are you?” 


“Yes, Nick,” Holly whispered. He reached down and stroked 
Nick’s hair. “If it makes you happy.” His blue eyes were wide 


and unfocused, like he was high, but Nick knew he hadn't 
had anything to drink or take. 


“|I won’t come until you tell me to.” 

198 

One Real Thing 

God, that was a rush. Holly was incredible. 


“I knew you'd be good.” Nick sucked Holly’s cock into his 
mouth as a reward for both of them. It had been so long 
since he’d done anything like this. He explored every 
smooth, hard inch with his tongue, tasting everything. 


Holly was so relaxed. He sighed and moaned 


softly, petting Nick’s hair with his fingertips once in a while, 
but he didn’t interfere otherwise. Nick could feel how good it 
was for him, the way shivers ran through him and his dick 
was so hard, but the desperation that had been in his tone 
and body language just minutes before was completely 
gone. 


Nick took his time, feeling Holly’s dick fill him up over and 
over again. When he finally pulled back, he could taste 

Holly, but Holly still hadn’t come. Nick found the lube and 
slicked his fingers, then teased them behind Holly’s balls. 


Holly groaned like it was torn out of him. He trembled, but 
he didn’t beg. He simply pulled his knees up and put his 
hands behind them. Nick could see how ready Holly was, 
how much he wanted it, but Nick just kept circling his 
fingers over that crinkled skin. He pressed lightly, but not 
enough to push inside. 


Holly was so easy. Quiet and submissive, but still making 
those delicious noises and opening up for Nick’s touches so 
eagerly. 


“I want this so much,” Holly whispered. 


“I want you.” Nick pushed one finger in slowly, so slowly, 
feeling Holly’s body draw him in deeper like it was begging 
for more. With his other hand, he stroked o 
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Holly’s saliva-slickened cock and rolled Holly’s balls over his 
fingers, playing. God, he wanted Holly so much, but he 
wanted to savor every moment of having him. 


The sounds Holly made were incredible: sweet, naked, raw 
moans of pleasure at every touch. The way he moved, the 
way he was so yielding and the way he sounded made Nick 
feel like he was the center of Holly’s universe. Thick beads 
of precome rose at the tip of Holly’s cock, but Holly didn’t 
show any signs of losing control, just as promised. 


“You're so good,” Nick praised. He slid another finger in 
beside the first and fucked Holly with them. 


The way Holly opened up to him—physically and 
emotionally—was a rush that went straight through Nick and 
made him want to forget all about going slow. 


“That,” Holly whispered, trembling slightly. “I want to be 
good for you.” 


“I know,” Nick said. He could tell with everything Holly did. 
“You are. You will be.” He teased Holly with two fingers and 


then three, determined not to give in until Holly needed it. 


Holly didn’t beg or make demands, but Nick could tell when 
he was reaching his limit. He planted his feet on the bed, 
hands groping and kneading the insides of his thighs, 
leaving prints on the pale skin. His cries got sharper, and his 
ass clenched around Nick’s fingers in waves. 


That was close enough to begging for Nick. He’d long since 
hit the point where he was so hard he hurt. 
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dumped it, then rolled one on. Only then did he ease his 
fingers out. 


He didn’t bother asking if Holly was ready for him—he could 
see how ready Holly was—he just 


lined up and pushed in. Holly inhaled sharply, eyes wide, as 
though he were waking up to what was happening to him. 


“Nick. Oh fuck, yes.” Holly reached for him with both hands, 
his body welcoming Nick inside. Holly was looking at him 
like Nick was the entire world, everything good. That was 
perfect. 


Nick slid in, slid home, and held still for a moment, letting 
them both adjust to the feeling. For all the teasing and 
playing, Holly was so tight around him, like his body was 
trying to hold Nick there. 


“You feel so good like this, Holly. So good.” 


Nick couldn’t manage to take it slow. He pulled out almost 
all the way and then pushed in deep and fast, again and 
again, kneeling back enough that he could watch his cock 
Sliding in and out of Holly’s body. 


God, of all the things he thought he’d never see or feel, this 
had been at the top of the list. Yet here he was. 


And it was amazing. Holly was amazing, the way he looked 
at Nick, the way he felt, the way he sounded. 


Holly was quiet at first, breathless, but when Nick moved, he 
gasped with each thrust, gasps that turned into cries. He 
knotted his hands in the sheets, looking utterly 
overwhelmed. Between the cries came broken sobbing, 
pleasure and emotion woven together. Nick wanted to listen 
to Holly, but he couldn’t hold back his own moans. 
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“Holly. Oh God, Holly.” 


Holly didn’t have any words for him, just one raw, wild cry 
after another. He shifted, but only to wrap his thighs around 
Nick’s waist, riding Nick nearly as much as Nick was fucking 
him. All the times Nick had walked in on him, Holly had 
never been this into sex. 


Nick had never seen him get fucked or give it all up to 
anyone like they owned him, but he was seeing it now, and 
the intensity was beautiful. Nick wasn’t going to last much 
longer, not with how Holly made him feel. 


Wrapping his slick hand around Holly’s cock, he said, “I want 
you to come.” He couldn’t think of anything he wanted more 
than that right now, to see Holly’s face twisted with 
pleasure. Holly focused on Nick like he needed to make sure 
who it was. 


“Nick...” he breathed, and then he went taut, his back 
arching. As incoherent as he had been all along, now he 
found words, now he begged and pleaded as he shot all 
over his chest, body shaking with it. “God, please. Please, 
don’t stop, please, don’t go. | need you, | need you, | need 
you. Fuck, Nick, please. Please, l'Il do anything, Nick, 
please.” 


Oh God. It was everything Nick used to dream 


about hearing from Holly—and more. Nick knew all that 
need was real; he could see it in Holly’s face, hear it in 
Holly’s voice. He had to let go of Holly’s dick so he could 
brace himself on both hands. 


Nick couldn’t keep himself in check anymore. Not after that. 
He fucked Holly hard, with deep, uneven thrusts as he 
finally came. Holly’s eyes were fixed on his face, so, so wide, 
like he wasn’t sure it was all real. 


“I love you,” he whispered. “I love you so much. 
Only you.” 
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Hearing that wasn’t ever going to get old. When Nick finally 
came back down from the high of coming like that, he 
dipped his head and kissed Holly on the mouth. 


“Il love you too. | do.” It felt so right to say it. 


“I know.” Holly’s voice was thick, and his eyes were too 
bright. He slid his arms around Nick’s shoulders and hung 
on. “After a while | got that you loved me, in your way. | just 
never thought you wanted me. And | didn’t blame you. But 
now—” he kissed Nick back softly, “—now | see.” 


“I do.” Nick shifted, pulled out and slid up over Holly to kiss 
him more easily. He stripped off the spent condom and 
shoved it into the empty condom box. “So much. | always 
did. | just couldn’t show you.” He’d been too busy following 
his own set of rules, rules that had led him to put together a 
life that had fallen apart at the first sign of trouble. “But | 
can now.” 


“I want you to.” Holly pushed his face under 


Nick’s jaw and hid in the curve of Nick’s neck. “I wanted you 
so much. Wanted you to be the one to have me like this.” 


“I have you now.” Nick rolled them onto their sides, but he 
didn’t make Holly show his face. He just petted Holly’s hair, 
soothing him. “I have you, and I won’t let go.” 


“I hardly know what to do,” Holly said quietly. “I just... My 
whole life... | don’t know what’s going to happen anymore. | 
never expected this.” Nick knew that feeling—both of those 
feelings—all too well. 
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“Neither did I. But I think, between the two of us, we can 
figure it out.” Nick didn’t want to let this go, didn’t want it to 
be a passing affair while he got back on his feet, and he 
knew Holly didn’t want that either. 


“You said | could have whatever | wanted, no strings 
attached.” Nick kissed Holly again and then pulled back so 
Holly could see his face. “What | want is strings. And | think 
you do too. You’re still wearing my ring.” 


“I can’t take it off. It hurts too much, like I’m falling apart. 
From the minute | put it on,” Holly confessed. He closed his 
eyes and bumped his nose against Nick’s jaw. “Yes, | want 
strings. | want to be connected to you always. | felt like | 
was connected... 


| just had to keep living without that piece of me.” 


“Not anymore.” Nick wrapped Holly in his arms and kissed 
his temple. “Keep the ring. Don’t take it off. | don’t want you 
to. | want to know it’s there. | want you to be mine.” 


Holly hung on to him and took deep, unsteady 
breaths. “I am,” he said at last. 


“I know.” Nick had always wanted Holly to need him, and 
now he could see that Holly always had, but it had been 
hidden beneath the surface. “Mine, and I’m going to keep 
you. | won’t let you go again, not without me.” 


Holly sighed, slow and shaky. He slid his leg over Nick’s hips. 
“I want to stay here all day.” His voice was as uneven as his 
breathing, and so low, like he was confessing. But once he 
started talking, words kept pouring out. 


“Days and days. Days of you touching me and 
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day and all night. | want your hands on me. | want to kiss 
your feet and sit at your knee, every minute. | want to lie 
around the house naked so you can see me, just me, every 
time you look. | want to take care of everything so you think 
of nothing but me and anything else that makes you happy. 

| want to be so totally yours that you forget there was ever a 
time | wasn’t with you. | want to learn everything you want 
and need so you don’t even have to speak, l'Il just know 
what to do by the way you breathe or glance or smile. It’s all 
| ever wanted.” 


“Do you have any idea how incredible you are?” 


Nick could hardly believe he’d gotten so lucky. This was his 
second chance, and he was going to make the most of it. “l 
want you to know me like that. | want to be able to look at 
you every time | open my eyes. | want to touch every part of 
you to make you mine.” He wanted to start now. 


“Touch me.” Holly snuggled closer. “I’ve been so lonely 
without you,” he added, his voice getting so ragged Nick 
could barely make out the words. 


Nick ran his hands down Holly’s back and up again to tangle 
in Holly’s hair. “You don’t need to be lonely anymore.” And 
neither did Nick. “I’m right here. I’m here and you're here, 
and whatever comes next, we’ll figure out how to make sure 
that part doesn’t change.” 
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Days passed that way, just Nick and Holly, the way it had 
been when Nick first brought Holly from L.A. 


This time, though, Holly was the one working while Nick 
dozed beside him. Nick had relaxed into the routine of it, of 
having Holly there with him all the time, when Holly paused 
as he was stepping out of the shower to say, “I need to go 
check on the promotion we’re starting at the store. Would 
you be okay with that?” 


“Yes.” Nick kissed Holly, lightly, to reward him for asking. 
“You can go to work. l'Il see you when you're finished.” 


“Come on.” Holly leaned over and turned off the water. “Let 
me dry you off. Did you get enough to eat?” 


“I'll eat more in a bit,” Nick promised, pushing aside the 
curtain so they could step out. 


“lII make sure there’s something there for you.” 


Holly wrapped a towel around Nick’s shoulders and took 
another to work his way up from Nick’s feet. He was careful 
and attentive, like always, and there were so many kisses. 


When Nick’s feet were dry, Holly bent to kiss them. It was so 
unexpectedly, beautifully sexy, every time. Nick didn’t have 
any particular erotic ideas about his feet, but Holly’s kisses 

weren’t about Nick’s feet; they were about Holly’s surrender. 
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“You're beautiful.” 


“I’m glad you're getting better.” Holly put his forehead on 
Nick’s feet and sighed, the long lines of tension in his back 
Slowly easing. When he looked up, his face was suffused 
with adoration. He’d looked at Nick like that before, then 
pulled away and covered it up with teasing when Nick said 
something sharp. But now it was real. 


“I was just...” Nick didn’t even know how to 


describe it, how to explain that there’d been nothing wrong 
with him except a lot of uncertainty and indecision. “I’m 
going to be fine. Thank you.” 


“You don’t have to thank me for anything. | still can’t believe 
this is really happening.” 


Nick picked up the towel off his shoulders and dried his hair. 
“Give it time.” 


He intended to make sure they had a lot of it. He wasn’t 
ever letting this go, not if he could help it. 


“I like the sound of that.” Holly apparently couldn’t resist 
giving Nick’s cock a nuzzle, moving on reluctantly. He did 
manage to get Nick dried off without going back to it. “Go 
on and lie down,” he said at last. “l'Il come give you a 
rubdown and tuck you in once | clean up here.” 


Nick stole a kiss on his way out but left the bathroom and 
sprawled on his belly in bed. The bed seemed less like a 
lonely haven since Holly had joined him in it. Holly padded 
out, still naked, and came over to him with the massage oil 
in hand. 
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“I wish | could do more,” he said, settling on the edge of the 
bed. His warm, slick hands slid over Nick’s shoulders a 
moment later. 


Nick couldn’t hold back a purr of pleasure. “You're doing a 
lot, Holly.” More than he had any right to expect, more than 
he could’ve hoped for. 


“You got fucked over, and | can’t fix it. | feel useless. 
Someone hurts the most important person in my life, | want 
to be able to do something about it.” In spite of how fierce 
he sounded, Holly’s hands were gentle. 


“You are, Holly.” Nick turned his head so he could see Holly 
out of the corner of his eye. “You're here with me. That’s 
what | need. Caroline, Max—they can wait.” Realizing his life 
was so damn fake had hurt more than Caroline leaving him. 


“Okay. Tell me when you need more. It’s not just me being 
helpful. She took you away from me and then she hurt you.” 
Holly’s voice broke at that and he fell silent. 


“You have me now,” Nick said to soothe him. 


“I'll start taking you for granted in about fifty years. Maybe 
longer.” Holly kissed Nick’s ass and nuzzled along his thighs. 
“| always regretted that | didn’t fight for you harder, but | 
didn’t want to lose you completely. I’m never making that 
mistake again. 


l'Il kick your ass if you think you’re going anywhere, ever 
again.” He bit Nick’s ass enough to sting. 


Nick yelped and flinched, swatting at Holly with one hand. 
“Fucker. | haven’t gone anywhere.” 


Holly laughed at him and kissed where he’d bitten, then 
growled and nuzzled where Nick’s thighs met his ass. His 
tongue flicked out to tease behind Nick’s 208 
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balls. Oh. Oh yeah. Nick started to spread his legs, to let 
Holly in, but... 


“Didn't you need to go to work? If you’re good, you can do 
that when you get back.” Nick knew Holly would be good for 
him. In all kinds of ways. God, just the thought of Holly’s 
mouth on his skin like that was enough to send a flash of 
heat racing through him. 


Holly whined and his cheek landed on one of 


Nick’s ass cheeks. Nick knew the exact expression Holly had 
on his face. Mean ol’ Nick. Boo. Nick had seen it many times 
back when Holly was in college, and then not for years. 


“Promise?” Holly sounded sweetly hopeful. 


Nick’s life had turned some kind of corner when he wasn’t 
looking, and it was all Holly’s fault. “If you’re good, yes.” 


“I'll be good.” Holly pressed more kisses to Nick’s ass and 
then sat up to keep rubbing massage oil into the small of 
Nick’s back. He sighed. “I love touching you. | always did. 
God, | feel like I’m eighteen. | want to have sex with you 
again. | can’t get enough.” 


“As often as | can manage,” Nick promised, 


laughing. “I’m an old man, you know.” Older than Holly, at 
least. He’d felt ancient already at twenty-two, when Holly’d 
come along, barely eighteen and looking like pure sex. 


“Mm. l'Il make you young again,” Holly said 


firmly. His strong hands worked out the last of the tension 
hiding in Nick’s muscles. “Lots of sleep. Lots to eat. We'll go 
to the gym. Sex every day. Twice. 


Three times. l'Il take you dancing. Danner has a ò 
Anah Crow and Dianne Fox 
209 


commercial to shoot in L.A. You can come with me if you 
want. Spend the days by the pool, catch up on your reading. 
l'Il take good care of you. We'll go to dinner at the best 
restaurants with Dann and Julie and eat too much, then go 
back to our hotel room and make out and make love until 
we fall asleep. Then, whenever we want, we can deal with 
the rest of life.” 


The rest of life. Nick didn’t want to think about that yet. But. 


“I'd rather deal with it first,” he decided. He wasn’t looking 
forward to it, but he wanted to get it over with. 


“So | can get on with life and focus on you.” 


“Okay.” Holly’s hands were firm on his legs, and they felt so 
good. “Do you want my help? Do you need a lawyer? l'Il do 
anything.” 


“I’m not sure yet,” Nick admitted. He’d been 


avoiding thinking about it, so he wouldn’t have to face his 
failures any more than he already had. “I’m going to need to 
look into it. But if you have the time to stay in New York, I'd 
like you to be here.” 


“I'll stay. Dann and Julie understand.” Holly kissed the backs 
of his knees. “They know why I’m here.” 


“Because my life fell apart and | completely failed to 
notice?” Nick asked. He couldn’t imagine what Holly had 
told his bosses, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to try. 


“Because | love you.” 


Oh. Yes, that was a good explanation. “I love you too. Thank 
you for coming to find me.” 


“You came for me.” 


“I couldn’t not.” Nick remembered the feeling of time 
standing still when he’d looked at those photos of Holly, the 
way he’d reserved plane tickets and a rental 210 
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car without considering the consequences of what he was 
about to do. They’d been back in New York before he’d 
finally realized what he was doing. 


“Just like | couldn’t stay away from you. I’m so lucky.” Holly 
lay down with him, tracing gentle loops on his back. “Your 
wedding was the worst day of my life. Literally. Couldn’t 
even bring myself to go get drunk or stoned the night 
before. | didn’t want to fuck it up for you. Caroline thought | 
was high, remember? 


| wasn’t. I just spent the twelve hours before crying until | 

puked and half dialing your cell phone number like a damn 
pussy. The one time | was dead sober, she kept giving me 

the evil eye. | should have gotten drunk and thrown up on 
her damn shoes. | should have called.” 


Nick had wanted Holly to be best man, but 


Caroline had refused. He’d asked Rich instead, and Rich had 
said something about it being the only thing he agreed with 
Caroline about, that Nick should’ve known better than to 
torture Holly with that kind of request. At the time, Rich’s 
comment hadn’t made sense. Nick had been so convinced 
he knew what his relationship with Holly was, but he’d had it 
all wrong. 


There were so many things he could’ve done 


differently. So many things either of them could’ve changed. 
There wasn’t anything either of them could do about it now, 
though. 


“Maybe. Maybe not. Let it go. We can’t change the past.” 
Nick nuzzled against his lips. “We’re here now. 


And you're going to go to work so | don’t get distracted and 
drag you back into bed with me.” Ao 
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couple more kisses and then Nick added, “The sooner you 
get your work done, the sooner you can come back here 
and have your reward.” 


“Right. | won’t forget.” Holly rolled out of bed and tugged 
the covers over Nick. “And you’re supposed to be sleeping.” 


“Lam.” Nick didn’t close his eyes, though. Holly was 
gorgeous, lean and golden, and he didn’t want to miss a 
chance to see any of it. 


“Love you, Nicky.” Holly walked over to the closet to dress. 
He even pulled on a pair of briefs before his jeans. That 
wasn’t any fun. But he looked nearly as good dressed as he 
did naked. Then he cleaned up the breakfast dishes, casting 
glances at Nick every chance he got. 


Eventually Nick’s exhaustion got the better of him, and he 
drifted off, lulled by the quiet sounds of Holly cleaning up. 


KKK 


Holly was ready to pull his hair out. He loved Danner, but 
Danner had the worst luck with hiring. Julie had hired Holly. 
Danner had hired the manager of the New York store. Off 
the street. He’d finished venting at Julie, who agreed to tell 
Danner to demote the witless skateboarder to where he 
could do the least damage, out front. He was still ready to 
pull his hair out, but he did feel better. His phone rang 
again, and he hoped it wasn’t Danner. It wasn’t. It was Rich. 


“Yo, Rich.” 

“Where are you?” Rich sounded...worried. 
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“Um...you mean what street?” Holly stopped and 
looked around. 

“No. What city?” 

“I’m in New York. Where are you?” 


“Jersey. Are you... Did you find Nick?” 


Oh shit. “Um. Yeah. He’s doing a lot better now.” 


“You know, you guys are going to give me a stroke or 
something,” Rick sputtered. “At least Nick gave me some 
fucking updates.” 


“Well, he’s fine. Uh, | don’t think you want any other 
updates.” Holly felt his cheeks go hot. Pausing at a 
crosswalk, he bounced on his toes and tried not to squirm. 


Silence. The light changed. Holly looked both ways before 
crossing—he’d learned his lesson—and then checked the 
phone to see if the call had dropped. 


“Rich?” 


“You... Damn it. You’re right, | don’t. Where did you find him, 
you fucker?” 


“Actually, I’m not the...” 
“Lalalalala!” 


Holly laughed so hard a homeless man gave him a funny 
look. “Wimp. Same place | was staying.” 


“Damn. | should have known. Well, I’m glad he’s okay. Anne 
says hi. And she says she’d like to see you guys sometime. 
She feels really bad about the whole thing with Caroline, 
and she’s worried about Nick.” 


“FI let Nick know. Thanks for everything, Rich.” 


“Yeah, well. Keep in touch. Ask Nick to email Anne if he’s 
okay with talking to her. She hasn’t heard ò 
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from Caroline in a while. Guess Caroline didn’t like Anne’s 
honest opinion of things.” 


“She wouldn’t like mine either,” Holly said with a grimace. 


“She never did,” Rich said, snorting. “Well, now that | know 
where you two are, | can get back to work. 


l'Il talk to you later.” 


“Be good, man.” Holly kind of missed Rich, and seeing Anne 
didn’t feel so daunting anymore. He’d have to convince Nick 
they should go see the other couple sometime soon. 


“I will. | Know you won't, so just be careful.” Rich snorted 
again as he hung up. 


Holly felt better. Lighter in every way, like gravity had let up 
and the sun was turned up a notch. He was going to go 
Shopping for a few things for him and Nick, and then he was 
going home. To Nick. 


When Holly got home, he was still walking on air. 


His arms were full of shopping and dinner, but he almost 
floated up the four flights of stairs to the apartment. He 
barely managed to juggle things enough to get a key out, 
but he didn’t want to wake Nick if he was still sleeping. 


Didn’t want to wake Nick. That thought brought a rush of 
pure joy with it. The door closed behind him, and he toed off 
his shoes in the foyer. 


“Nick?” 


There was no answer, but when Holly stepped 


farther in, he could see the mail he’d left on the table had 
been sorted and dealt with. There was a stack of stamped 
envelopes beside a checkbook and pen and one last piece 
of mail left sitting out. Nick must’ve 214 
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eaten too, because there were dishes in the sink. And Nick 
was sprawled across the bed, sound asleep. 


Holly put the shopping on the table and then, quietly, put 
dinner in the oven to stay warm. He shed his clothes, folded 
them and put them on the arm of the love seat. How many 
times had he sneaked into Nick’s tiny apartment off 
Campus? Had Caroline hardly ever been there because 
she'd known Holly would come creeping in anyway? The 
times she’d been there, of course, he hadn’t invaded Nick’s 
bed to cuddle against Nick’s will. No, he’d stayed up all 
night working on papers—regardless of how drunk or stoned 
he’d been—and fallen asleep on the floor or the couch. 


Holly slipped into bed beside Nick, propping 


himself up on one elbow to watch him sleep. He’d never 
been happier. 


Eventually Nick shifted and mumbled, waking 
Slowly. He blinked blearily at Holly and then smiled. 
“How long’ve you been back?” 

“Few minutes. Dinner’s keeping warm in the oven. 
| see you’ve been busy.” 


“Took care of the mail you’d sorted out, yeah.” 


Nick yawned and rubbed his face against the back of one 
arm. “So, were you good?” 


“Yes. | was. | have to demote the store manager, but | was a 
good boy. No swearing, even.” Holly kissed Nick’s temple 
and then cheek and jaw and then down into the warm curve 
of his neck. “Rich called. 


He says Anne would love to see us sometime. She’s pretty 
worried about you, upset about the whole thing. 


Hasn’t spoken to Caroline in ages. Suppose she’s been ò 
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dumped. Anyway, maybe we should have them over for 
dinner.” Under the covers, he stroked Nick’s back. 


Nick shifted under Holly’s touch, stretching and making 
purring sounds. 


“I got a letter from Caroline’s lawyer, so | went ahead and 
called the lawyer who handled our prenup. 


I’m going in to see her tomorrow.” 


“Good for you.” It felt so good to see Nick so relaxed. Holly 
wasn’t used to big victories in his life— 


his reputation for screwing up was well earned—so having 
succeeded in making Nick even a little happier, even if Nick 
did change his mind at some point, added to the feeling that 
his feet were never going to touch the ground again. 


“I want to get it over with. The sooner it’s done, the sooner | 
can get on with my life.” Nick’s gaze landed on Holly’s 


mouth and lingered there for a moment before he pushed 
up and kissed Holly, hot and slow. 


Oh. That was so nice. Holly’s brain was still adjusting to the 
fact Nick loved him and wanted to kiss him and touch him 
and do so many other good things to him. He kissed Nick 
back, sliding his fingers into Nick’s sleep-damp hair. 


Nick made that purring sound again, nudging Holly onto his 
back and stretching out above him. Nick’s whole body was 
warm from sleep, and he pressed against Holly, fitting his 
hardening cock neatly into the groove where Holly’s thigh 
met his body. 


Holly settled back with a sigh, resting his other hand at the 
Small of Nick’s back. Adjusting to this idea was really, really 
lovely. He cradled Nick’s hips between his thighs and held 
him close, reveling in the bliss from the full-body contact. 
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Nick kissed him for a long while, like they had all the time in 
the world. Even his hard dick didn’t seem to distract him 
from the kisses, but eventually he nuzzled into the curve of 
Holly’s neck and licked and kissed there instead. By the 
time Nick nipped at his earlobe and pulled back to look at 
him, Holly knew he was going to have marks all over his 
neck. 


“| promised you something, didn’t I? Do you still want it?” 


“Fuck, yes.” Holly was dizzy with the rush of need that went 
through him. “If you...” Holly’s voice deserted him for a 
moment. “If you want.” 


“| wouldn’t have promised you could have it, 


wouldn’t have brought it up again, if | didn’t.” Nick nipped at 
Holly’s lower lip and shifted his hips so his cock slid against 
Holly’s skin. “I want it. How do you want me?” 


“1...” Holly hadn’t really thought that far ahead. 


“Just, let me.” He nudged Nick onto his back. “Any way I can 
get you.” He kissed Nick hard, feeling another rush of that 
same hot need. Tangling his fingers in Holly’s hair, Nick 
kissed him back, slowing it down like he was savoring every 
taste. 


“You’ve got me,” he said. “And if you move so I can roll over, 
l'Il let you have me the way you asked so sweetly before.” 


“Like this first. | want your cock in my mouth.” 
Holly lipped at Nick’s mouth and then whispered, 
“Please, may |?” 


Nick’s fingers slid away, and he tucked his hands behind his 
head. “You may.” 
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Holly wriggled. “Thank you.” He kissed Nick’s neck and 
chest, pausing to investigate on his way. He hadn’t gotten to 
explore Nick’s chest and nipples and navel and belly with his 
mouth this morning. Nick tasted as good as he smelled, that 
familiar musk that was all Nick. 


“I like your mouth,” Nick murmured, arching under Holly’s 
careful ministrations. 


Good. Holly tongued Nick’s navel with a giddy noise. He’d 
wanted to show Nick what he could do, how he could make 
Nick feel, for years. But there had always been something 
angry about it in the past, like there was a hint of revenge to 
it. He didn’t feel like that anymore—just full of tenderness 
and joy. He’d never expected Nick to stay or take him 
seriously, that was why he’d been angry. He licked a trail 
down the fine dark hair that led to Nick’s groin. Nick. He 
looked up as he licked the head of Nick’s cock. 


Nick groaned and arched a little more, then settled back 
onto the bed. “A lot,” he added, pushing up onto his elbows 
and looking at Holly like he might be considering dragging 
Holly back up to kiss that mouth he liked so much. 


Holly lavished hot, openmouthed kisses all over Nick’s cock, 
watching Nick’s face. It was great to be shameless. 


“You are so...” Nick looked at Holly fora moment, his eyes 
dark and wide. Then, like he’d suddenly remembered he’d 
been speaking, said, “So fucking hot. Christ. I’m never going 
to be able to look at your mouth again without getting 
hard.” 


Oh. Holly couldn’t help smiling. He went down on Nick, 
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him. So good. He pushed Nick’s thighs apart, stroking up the 
insides until his thumbs were pressing against the smooth 
Skin behind his balls. All this was his. 


That drew another groan out of Nick, softer, and he shifted 
his weight to get a hand in Holly’s hair. This time he didn’t 
guide Holly, didn’t push him down or pull him back, but his 
hand clenched and unclenched like he was barely resisting 
doing one or the other. 


Later Holly would have to have a word with Nick about hair 
pulling, the benefits of. For now he gave Nick’s cock his full 
attention for one long minute after another. When he tasted 
precome, he made himself pull away, running his tongue 
down the underside of Nick’s cock and down to bathe Nick’s 
balls. The slick skin behind Nick’s balls was begging for his 
attention, so he licked there too, teasing his way down. But 
now he wanted Nick on his knees. 


“Please turn over?” he murmured, shuffling back so Nick 
could move. 


Nick hesitated a moment and then rolled onto his belly, legs 
spread. He crossed his arms under his cheek and asked, 
“Like this, or up on my knees?” There were advantages to 
this position, like being able to trace the smooth, pale line of 
Nick’s back. 


Holly got between Nick’s knees and said, “You can do 
whatever you like. | Know what I’m going to do.” 


He kissed down Nick’s back and stroked up strong thighs to 
his ass, opening Nick up for him as his mouth got down to 
his tailbone. 


It had been a long time since Holly had done this. 
He’d never been that into it, but this was Nick. He ò 
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wanted this with Nick so badly, wanted to be the one to 
have Nick like this, to make Nick feel this good. He licked a 
long, slow swath from behind Nick’s balls up to his tailbone, 
trembling with the knowledge that he’d finally crossed that 
line. 


“Oh.” Nick’s voice was low but shaken, even in just that one 
word. His muscles rippled, from his shoulders all the way 
down to his thighs, and he pulled one knee up and out, 
opening himself up even more. 


Oh, fuck, that sounded so good. Holly shivered; he wanted 
to hear it again and again. He held Nick open and licked 
gently, taking his time without teasing, gently massaging 
around where he was licking with his thumbs. He closed his 
eyes and got lost in it, moaning softly. 


“I didn’t think... God. ” Nick shivered and rolled his hips 
back, pressing into Holly’s licks and kisses. 


Being the first one to do this, or do it right, that was a thrill 
all its own. Holly teased his tongue in a little at a time, 
pulling out to lick with wide swipes of his tongue before 
Sliding in again. He let his tongue do all the work, knowing it 
was bringing Nick pleasure, letting Nick feel what it was like 
to be served and worshipped. Nick made soft noises, the 
same kind he’d made when Holly had been massaging his 
back, except these were rougher, less steady. 


“Holly,” Nick breathed, and his hips shifted again. 


Holly couldn’t help his soft whimper. Knowing he was 
pleasing Nick had him all but on the edge. If he’d ever 
thought... He pushed his tongue in, fucking Nick with it. 


Nick gave a stuttering, aborted moan and then fell silent, 
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still, but the muscles under Holly’s hands were tight with 
Suppressed motion and energy. Holly wanted more, wanted 
to push that suppressed energy into movement, writhing, 
bucking. Before he knew it, he was lifting his head, touching 
Nick with his fingers and begging. 


“Please. Please, may | touch you?” 

Pushing back against Holly’s fingers, Nick said, 
“Fuck me.” 

Holly felt like his brain had turned inside out. 


“Like...like this?” He pressed a finger in, ducking his head to 
slick the way with his tongue. Nick moaned quietly, sounds 
half-muffled in the sheets where he’d buried his face. Holly’s 
finger was only in to the second knuckle when Nick spoke 
again. 


“No,” he rasped. “Fuck me. ” 


Oh. “Yes, Nick. Yes.” Holly crawled up to get the condoms 
and lube. “Anything you want.” He’d meant it when he said 
it, but hadn’t known this would be part of it. 


Nick shifted, getting his legs under him, rolling onto his 
elbows and knees. He shook back his hair and turned to look 
at Holly, eyes blown and cheeks flushed. 


“Good,” Nick said. So beautiful. Holly hadn’t ever imagined 
that he’d do this, only because he’d never thought he was 


worth it. 


“|I love you,” Holly said softly. He kissed Nick’s tailbone 
again and ass cheeks, licked back down to do what he’d 
been doing before, tonguing and licking to get Nick ready. 
He slicked his fingers as he licked, 6 
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then pulled away to slide one finger in, then two. Nick didn’t 
answer Holly with words, just gave another muffled, 
swallowed-down moan as Holly’s fingers slid in, his head 
falling between his arms. 


Part of Holly was still locked in the dissonance between 
everything he’d thought was true about him and Nick, and 
part of him was lost in admiring how beautiful it was to 
watch Nick take his fingers in, deeper and more with every 
stroke. He managed to get a condom out and on, and then 
he slid his fingers out to slick his cock. 


Holly didn’t hesitate or ask for permission; he’d already 
been told, and he didn’t want to make Nick wait. With a 
hand on Nick’s hip, he guided him onto his cock, letting Nick 
set the pace. When the head of Holly’s cock opened him up 
and pushed inside, Nick’s breath hissed between his teeth. 


“God,” Nick muttered. “It’s been a...a really 


fucking long time.” Holly made a soothing noise and stroked 
Nick’s back. 


“I know,” he said quietly. While he could have reveled in the 
pleasure of the moment—and it did feel amazingly good—it 
was easy to push that aside and focus on Nick’s needs. He 


kept still, waiting for Nick’s tension to ease, for Nick’s body 
to remember how all this worked. 


Nick took Holly in slowly, so slowly, pushing back and 
opening up. Nick’s breathing was unsteady, but the noises 
he made didn’t sound like anything but want. Finally Holly 
was deep inside, his hips pressed against Nick’s ass, but 
Nick didn’t move. He knelt there, breathing, and Holly could 
feel Nick’s body relax around him, welcoming him inside. 
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Holly hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath until that 
moment. He exhaled with a deep sigh and leaned forward to 
rest his cheek on Nick’s shoulder, wrapping an arm around 
Nick’s chest. He could feel Nick’s heartbeat through their 
bodies, and it loosened the tightness in his own chest, made 
him feel right again. Nick let him snuggle for a while, but 
then his hips shifted, tilting up to take a little more, and his 
body clenched tight. 


“Fuck me. Show me what everyone was always 
yelling about when you were fucking them in my bed.” 


That sent a surge of heat through Holly and he bit Nick’s 
shoulder with a growl before he even knew what he was 
doing. Nick could have found out for himself if he’d ever 
asked. Holly would just have to make up for that lost time. 
He straightened and moved, learning Nick’s body, what 
made him moan, what made him buck back for more. 
Pushing the fact it was Nick out of his head helped Holly 
focus on the mechanics of fucking until Nick was incoherent 
with it. 


Nick wasn’t passive, didn’t just let Holly fuck him. 


He pushed into every thrust, grinding back onto Holly’s 
cock, dropping his upper body to the bed to change the 
angle. Through it all, he moaned and growled Holly’s name 
every time Holly hit just the right spot, so Holly knew how 
good he was making him feel. 


It was even better than Holly had dreamed, to have Nick so 
into it and wanting him so much. Falling forward, Holly 
caught himself on one hand and fucked ò 
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Nick deeper and harder. He wanted to give Nick everything 
he had, to make it good so Nick would know there was 
nothing Holly was holding back. 


Every thrust drove a moan out of Nick. Shifting his weight, 
Nick slid one arm beneath him while he shoved himself onto 
Holly’s cock, driving Holly into him deeper, faster. Holly bit 
his lip as Nick moved under him. He wanted to touch Nick, 
to feel Nick’s cock sliding, hard and hot, against his palm. 
But Nick was so demanding that Holly needed to focus on 
fucking him. He nuzzled in the curls at Nick’s nape instead, 
closing his eyes and breathing in Nick’s scent as he pushed 
into him again and again, giving him everything he was 
asking for. 


When Nick’s body clenched tight and he gasped Holly’s 
name, Holly wanted so badly to just let go and fuck and 
come, but he held himself together, riding out Nick’s 
orgasm. It was only as Nick’s shudders slowed that he 
realized he was waiting for permission. 


Nick didn’t give it immediately. He kept rocking back into 
Holly’s thrusts, moaning and writhing and fucking Holly’s 
cock for a long while after his orgasm had faded. 


Just as Holly was starting to worry Nick might never let him 
come, he breathed, “Come for me.” 


Holly had no choice. Pressing his forehead to the sweat- 
slickened hollow between Nick’s shoulder blades, he came 
hard, biting his lip to keep from being too loud. When he 
finally stilled, he felt completely used up, wrung out and 
limp with the release of physical and emotional tension. 
Nick made a low, pleased sound and slid onto his belly. 
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over, he gathered Holly against him, wrapping him ina 
warm embrace, petting his hair. 


“Okay, you’re okay,” he whispered, pressing kisses to 
Holly’s temple. “I’ve got you. You’re so good, Holly. So 
good.” 


That was everything. Holly was flooded with relief. 


He buried his face in Nick’s neck, soaking up the praise. He 
couldn’t even bring himself to feel embarrassed about how 
needy he was sometimes; it never seemed to bother Nick. 
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Nick tapped his bare toes against the arm of the love seat, 
keeping the beat of the song playing on his phone while he 
dealt with a few more of the hundreds of emails that had 


piled up in his inbox while he’d been ignoring the world. No 
more ignoring. No more hiding. He’d been slowly picking 
away at the emails, filing the ones that could be dealt with 
later and apologizing profusely to the people who'd been 
waiting for a reply. It wasn’t as difficult as he’d thought it 
would be, and there were more people worried about him 
than he’d expected. 


Rich, he’d known about. Holly, he’d expected. 


Alison, Anne and at least half a dozen other people he knew 
from work or college had emailed to check in. It was actually 
kind of nice. The phone rang, interrupting Nick’s musings. 


“Hey!” Holly’s voice was bright, and suddenly everything 
was even better. “Busy?” Nick couldn’t help but smile. 


“Nothing that can’t wait. What’s up?” 
“Just finished a meeting with that youth art 


collective Danner wants to do the back wall of the store, and 
| noticed I’m down by the Westway. You want to come meet 
me for lunch?” 


Nick’s smile turned tender as he wondered if Holly was 
feeling the same way he had when he’d called Holly to meet 
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ago. “Yeah, | can do that. Give me a few minutes to get 
dressed and l'Il meet you there.” 


“PIL be waiting. | love you.” The huskiness in Holly’s voice 
suggested maybe, yes, Holly was feeling exactly that way. 


“I love you too.” Nick ended the call and rolled off the love 
seat to find some clothes. Holly’d brought home bags of 
clothes in Nick’s size from Stone Age Sports, casual clothes 
Nick would never have 


considered wearing before. But before didn’t matter now. 


He found a pair of preworn jeans, soft and faded, and pulled 
them on, but he passed over the T-shirts in favor of a hoodie 
since it was likely to be chilly outside and he didn’t want the 
bulk of wearing a jacket. Sneakers, wallet, keys, and he was 
ready to go. 


It didn’t take long to make his way to the diner. As he 
slipped inside, the bell over the door chimed, and he waved 
to say he’d find his own seat before looking for Holly. 


Holly was sitting at the same table Nick had chosen last 
summer. Nick hadn’t realized Holly had been well enough at 
the time to remember that kind of detail. He stood out 
among the others, his gold hair all sun polished and his skin 
warm with a deep tan. He looked like summer, even though 
he was wearing a heavy gray hoodie with black flame 
tattoos and a skull-and-crossbones scarf. His attention was 
on his computer, but then he looked up and his face lit up 
completely. 


God. That was the kind of thing that hit Nick in the gut and 
warmed him from the inside out. He crossed ò 
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the room in a few long strides and stopped beside Holly’s 
chair to smile down at his beautiful lover. 


Md ' oy 
Hi. 


“Hey.” Holly closed the laptop and got up, leaning in to kiss 
Nick on the cheek. “You’re the best thing I’ve seen since | 
left the apartment this morning,” he murmured. Nick 
cupped Holly’s face in one hand to hold him close, then 
turned his head to gently nose Holly’s cheek and brush a 
kiss along his jaw. 


“You're a bit biased,” he pointed out, letting Holly go and 
sitting across from him. “But I like that about you.” 


“I can’t help it. You warped me when I was young and 
green.” Holly sat down and put his chin in his hands, looking 
at Nick the way he had their first time here, like there was 
no one else in the world. 


“Maybe we both got lucky, then.” Nick knew he had. To have 
Holly still want him after all these years was nothing short of 
a blessing. To distract himself, he pulled out a menu. “Any 
requests?” 


“Yes, please. I’m starving. So one of their big sandwiches, 
maybe? Other than that, it’s up to you.” 


Holly gave him a sweet smile. “I am really craving a 
chocolate milkshake, though.” 


When the waiter came over, Nick ordered a triple-decker 
chicken salad sandwich for Holly, a hot roast beef sandwich 
for himself and some waffle fries instead of the regular ones 
that came with Holly’s sandwich. 


“Oh, and a chocolate shake for him and a black and white 
for me.” As the waiter walked away, Nick turned back to 
Holly. “I think you’ve earned a treat.” 
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Holly’s face was suffused with happiness at the praise. “I’m 
glad you’re here,” he said softly. 


“I’m glad you invited me.” Nothing in the world felt as good 
as making Holly happy like that. Nick slid his hand across 
the table, palm up, so Holly could touch him if he wanted. 
Holly reached out and put his hand in Nick’s, the one with 
the ring on it. He looked at their hands together, tanned and 
pale, and his soft sigh was pure contentment. 


Someone approached their table, just out of Nick’s vision, 
but he had the sense it wasn’t a waiter, especially when the 
man stopped next to him. 


“Nick?” 
The voice was familiar—very much so—but the 


person wasn’t someone he’d expect to be seeking him out, 
not now. Nick raised his head. 


“Max.” 


Max was the one who looked startled. “Sorry, it looked like 
you and then | wasn’t sure...” He also looked tired and 
Shabby around the edges. 


“Wasn’t sure it was appropriate to talk to me, considering 
you spent a year fucking my wife and neglected to mention 
it while we worked together every single day?” Nick was 
happy with Holly, but that didn’t make it easier to know that 
his editor— 


someone he’d considered a friend—had valued him so little. 
Max winced. 


“Yes. Well, wasn’t sure it was you and... That. 


Yes. | just. It’s good to see you looking well. That’s all.” He 
adjusted the bag slung over his shoulder, the same leather 
satchel he’d carried for years, stuffed to ò 
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overflowing with papers and his laptop. “I’m sorry. | just 
wondered how you were. Other than the obvious.” 


Nick found his ring on Holly’s hand and worried at it, 
rotating it back and forth. He had a good life now, even if he 
wasn’t entirely sure where that life was taking him. 


“I’m doing well,” he said, letting his gaze slide back to Holly. 
“Very well. Max, this is Holly, my lover, my partner. Holly, 
l'm sure you remember me mentioning the man who’s 
fucking Caroline.” 


“How could | forget?” Holly raked Max with a 


look. “I remember when Nick was excited about working for 
you,” he added. 


That made Max cringe, but he didn’t quite step back. “Nice 
to meet you. Sorry for interrupting. | just... Like | said. | 
hadn’t heard anything and...” 


“And?” Nick didn’t work for Max anymore, wasn’t Max’s 
friend anymore. Max had gotten what he’d wanted— 


Caroline—and Nick couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t 
gloating. Or at least /eaving. 


“I was worried about you.” Max flushed all the way to his 
graying hairline, and he clutched the strap of his bag with 
both hands. “What | did was shitty. | never thought it would 
play out like that. | didn’t want you to feel like you couldn’t 
keep your job. | was going to get a transfer over to Arts and 
Entertainment so you wouldn’t have to work with me. | 
thought... | don’t know what | thought. | thought you’d be 
okay, even relieved. | kept checking around, but you just 
disappeared. You were a good friend, Nick, a great writer. | 
didn’t want you to fade away because I— 


because Caroline and | were completely out of line. 
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I’ve been sick about it since the night she said she told you 
and how.” 


“I never did like those charity parties she kept dragging me 
to,” Nick said. Holly’s hand tightened around his, and a 
flicker of pain crossed Holly’s face. 


Holly obviously hadn’t forgotten he’d been there that night, 
oblivious. Sometimes Nick wished he’d been less numb so 
he could’ve dumped his glass of 


champagne all over Caroline’s damned peacock dress. 
It would’ve been the perfect ending, going out with a bang. 


“You haven't seen me around because | didn’t get another 
job. | didn’t look.” 


“Well, | don’t blame you. The parties, that is. As for the job... 
l'm sorry about that. You’re very good at what you do. We 
miss you at the paper.” Max shook his head. “I'll leave you 
two to your lunch.” 


“Thank you. | hope you learn to enjoy the parties. | never 
could.” Nick lifted Holly’s hand and brought it up to his 
mouth, brushing Holly’s skin and his ring in a light, 
apologetic kiss. 


“Ah, well, that’s not my problem anymore either.” 


Max waved. “Have a good afternoon. If you ever need a 
reference, it’s the least | can do.” 


Nick gave Max a nod. “You too.” He turned back to Holly and 
kissed his hand again. 


“Sorry about that,” Nick said. He hadn’t even thought to 
warn Holly some of the people from the paper ate here. He 
hadn’t remembered to worry about it. And he hadn’t 
thought Max, of all people, would’ve approached him. Not 
his problem anymore. The words ò 


Anah Crow and Dianne Fox 
231 


finally registered, and Nick realized Max and Caroline 
must’ve split up already, but he couldn’t bring himself to 
care. 


“Looks like you weren’t the only one who got 


played,” Holly said, glancing at Max’s retreating form. 


“And you don’t have to be sorry. I’m just sorry | have to wait 
until after lunch to get closer to you than this. 


That’s all.” 


Nick tugged gently at Holly’s hand and nodded at the chair 
beside him. “You don’t have to wait.” 


Holly looked sheepish as he crept closer and took the next 
chair. When he was settled, he put his head on Nick’s 
shoulder. 


“I’m also sorry you didn’t tell me that night,” Holly 
murmured. “I know why you didn’t. I’m still going to be sorry 
about it.” 


“| couldn’t have done it differently.” Nick would have felt 
miserable and petty, ruining things for Holly that way. “But | 
am sorry it hurt you.” 


“I know.” Holly kissed Nick’s cheek and then 


straightened with obvious reluctance. “Please don’t do 
anything like it again, though. | want to be there for you. 
Please?” Nick nodded slowly. He knew better than to count 
on nothing bad ever happening to him again, so it wasn’t 
easy to promise. 


“I won't,” Nick said. It wasn’t easy, but it was what Holly 
deserved. “I'll tell you.” 


“All the good things that happened to me lately, the job and 
everything,” Holly said quietly, “they were nice, | needed 
them, but they never meant more than they did when | 
realized that they gave me something to offer you.” 
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waiter came with their food, but still Nick didn’t look away 
from Holly. “All | want from you is you. ” 


“That, you have,” Holly said, his grip on Nick’s hand 
tightening like he was afraid Nick would slip away. 


Nick leaned over to kiss Holly’s cheek, whispering, 


“I know. And I’m planning to keep you.” As he pulled back, 
he broke off a piece from one of the waffle fries and brought 
it up to Holly’s mouth. 


Holly rarely ate fries—preferring to steal Nick’s if he craved 
one—but he opened his mouth and ate obediently. “That’s 
all | want,” he said when he was done. 


“You have it.” Nick cut off a bite of his roast beef and held 
the fork out to Holly. “I never expected to get this chance. 
I’m not going to take it for granted.” Holly ate that too, the 
tension easing from his body and his expression. 


“You don’t have to get a job, you know.” Holly picked up his 
milkshake to take a sip. “Nothing you don’t want to have, | 
mean. I’m not rolling in money, but my job pays well enough 
for both of us. It’s weird the way | don’t seem to spend 
money anymore.” 


It wasn’t going to drugs or alcohol or other 


people’s addictions, and he wasn’t tending to the whims of 
a high-maintenance girlfriend, so it was no wonder Holly had 
more cash on hand than he was used to. 


“Are you sure?” Nick had been thinking about what he might 
want to do. Seeing Max had confirmed he o 
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didn’t want to go back to the Gazette, but he didn’t want to 
go to work for one of the other papers either. 


“Absolutely. Even if we weren’t...together, I’d want to give 
that to you.” Holly’s voice was quiet but steady, his gaze 
serious. “If anything’s going to make sure | stay focused and 
don’t fuck up, it’s you. You depending on me—it’d work for 
me. You know that, right?” Nick knew. He could see it in how 
comfortable Holly had become, how he’d slid so easily into 
taking care of Nick while working. 


“I’ve been thinking about writing,” he admitted. 


“You didn’t have that surgically removed when you took that 
job with the Gazette?” Holly’s grin was pure mischief. Nick 
snorted and shoved another bite of waffle fry into Holly’s 
mouth to shut him up. 


“I haven’t had much time for it lately. But...if I’m not 
working for a paper...” 


Holly managed not to choke on the fry, in spite of the fact 
that he was laughing. 


“So write,” he said, sliding his arm around Nick’s shoulders 
and kissing Nick’s cheek. “I promise keeping me out of 
trouble will no longer be a full-time job.” 


“I know it won’t.” Nick smiled and turned to catch Holly’s 
lips with his own. “You'll be too busy doting on me to get 


yourself into trouble.” 
“We might have to redefine doting, but yeah.” 


Holly nudged his nose against Nick’s cheek. “We'll be fine. 
Better than fine.” 


KKK 
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Holly was working, sprawled naked on the bed in the alcove. 
He could see Nick in a chair by the window, reading. Life 
was perfect. He eyed the presentation he was putting 
together for the team and then looked over at Nick again. If 
he got the next section done, he could creep over and put 
his head in Nick’s lap, beg some attention. Just a little... His 
phone chirped at him in a familiar cadence. Danner. 


“Yello?” 


“Hey, | took care of that store manager thing. | was going to 
put him out front, but he gave me crap and | fired him.” 
Danner’s voice was bouncing about cheerfully, and Holly 
had to smile. 


“Awesome, thanks. And you got the assistant 


manager to cover for now?” That made things so much 
easier. Holly rolled over and stretched. 


“Yep. And now I’m coming to see you.” 
Holly had a very bad feeling about that. “Where are you?” 


“Downstairs.” Danner sounded annoyed. “Julie 


made me call.” 


“Julie’s here too?” Holly rolled to his feet and, catching 
Nick’s eye, pointed at the door. 


“Downstairs?” 
Nick raised his eyebrows and matched Holly’s 


gesture with a question in his eyes. When Holly nodded, 
Nick put his book aside and headed for the closet. 


“Well, you'll have to give me a few minutes. 


Wasn't expecting company. Ahem.” Holly didn’t have any 
problem telling Danner to hang out in the hired o 
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car; if Danner wanted to come inside right away, he could 
plan better. “Glad you’re here, though. l'Il text you in a few.” 


“You don’t have to put clothes on for me,” Danner offered. 
“I'll take mine off.” 


Holly laughed. Danner would too. “Sorry, Dann. 
My naked ass is private property. Talk to you soon.” 
He cut the call and looked over at Nick. 


“You didn’t know they were going to be in town, | gather.” 
Nick looked amused, at least, and not annoyed. He’d pulled 
a pair of jeans out of the closet and was stripping off his 
pajama pants. 


“No, but ever since Danner figured out he had the money to 
buy plane tickets online whenever he wanted, it’s every 
man for himself.” Holly padded over to Nick and sank to his 
knees, rubbing his cheek against Nick’s thigh like a cat. 
God, it felt so good to do that. He’d always played at 
Submitting to Nick, made a joke of it, because he’d been so 
scared Nick would be disgusted by the real thing. Turned out 
he’d only hurt the person he loved. Now he wanted to make 
up for it. “Please, may | have some clothes?” 


“You're beautiful like this,” Nick murmured, 


running his fingers through Holly’s hair. He looked down at 
Holly like all he wanted was to take him back to bed. “But | 
don’t want to share. l'Il let you get dressed.” 


“Yes, Nick.” Holly wanted to stay exactly like this as long as 
he could. “Anything you want me to wear? 


Or not?” Nick slid his fingers down to brush over Holly’s lips 
and he hummed thoughtfully. 


“I'd like to know you’re bare under your jeans, waiting until 
we’re alone again and | can touch you.” 
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Holly kissed Nick’s fingers. “Yes, Nick.” 


He couldn’t explain why it made him so happy for Nick to 

say things like that. Part of him kept expecting a knee-jerk 
reaction of anger or frustration at being dictated to, but it 
never came. Not when it was Nick. 


Other people, definitely, he was still full of fuck you. 


It was a relief when someone outside pissed him off, 
because he knew he was still himself. Just...who he was with 
Nick was different, and made him feel right. 


When Nick smiled at him, it felt like praise. 


“Come get dressed,” Nick said. “We shouldn’t keep them 
waiting. They'll think we forgot about them. Or that we’re 
fucking.” 


“Well, if we do that, we’ll have to bring enough for 
everyone.” 


Holly rose and surprised himself all over again with how 
much stronger he’d gotten over the months since Nick had 
dragged him back to New York. Everything had hurt before— 
even when he was lying still, he’d felt like one big ache—but 
kneeling and rising were simple and painless now. 
Everything was nearly painless in his life. He pulled on a pair 
of loose jeans and a quarter-zip hoodie. He left the hoodie 
open to bare some skin, just for Nick. Shoes seemed 


unnecessary. 
“How’s this?” He offered himself up for Nick’s inspection. 
“You look edible.” Nick looked pretty good 


himself in jeans and a button-down shirt he’d rescued from 
the storage unit. God, it got Holly all hot and bothered the 
way he was always so damn put together. 
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He pulled Holly in with a hand on the back of his neck, 
dipping his head to kiss him on the mouth. 


“Perfect.” 


“You too.” Holly wanted to melt against Nick’s body and 
soak up Nick’s closeness but he pulled away. 


“PIL tell Dann and Jules we’re ready for them.” He could 
muss up Nick’s pressed, buttoned-down, cottony goodness 
when they were done. Maybe Nick should leave the clothes 
on. 


“Go ahead.” Nick let him move away. “lIl put on a pot of 
coffee.” 


“Thanks.” Holly shook off his fantasies and 


glanced around before texting Danner. The apartment was 
spotless. Company ready. Holly sent Danner a text, telling 
them to come on up, and waited for the knock at the door. 


By the time the knock came a few minutes later, Holly’s 
irritation was gone and he bounded over to open the door. 
Okay, he’d missed Danner a little. 


Being crazy in love with Nick hadn’t made him forget 
everyone else. 


“Baby!” Julie was first through the door for once. 


She was dressed in a bright blue wool coat better suited for 
blizzard weather than spring. Holly hugged her and swung 
her into the apartment. He could hardly feel her under all 
the layers. She was tiny and got cold twice as fast as Holly 
and Danner. “We missed you.” 


Julie kissed his cheek as soon as he put her down. 


“I missed you too.” All Holly really wanted was to have 
everyone he cared for within reach. Was that too much to 
ask? 


“Hey, what about me?” Danner followed them in and kicked 
the door closed. His hands were full with 238 
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bags and boxes. His hair sun-bleached so light he and Holly 
were looking more alike every day. 


“I sort of missed you too.” Holly gave him a kiss on the 
cheek and got one in return. Where was Nick? 


There. Every time he saw Nick, Holly melted inside all over 
again. “Julie and Danner, this is Nick Addison.” 


Nick stepped forward, smiling, offering his hand. 


“We've met. | think we can avoid the not-so-veiled insults 
this time, though.” 


“Hush, | was trying to erase that evening from my memory,” 
Holly said, pouting. “It’s not the same at all.” 


Julie laughed at Holly and shook Nick’s hand. “Ah, so this 
time we’re meeting your Nick, are we?” 


“The other way around,” Holly admitted, sliding his arm 
around Nick’s waist and ducking behind him, putting his 
chin on Nick’s shoulder. “But yes.” His cheeks were warm, 
but it was all happiness, not shame. 


“Definitely better circumstances this time.” Nick curled his 
free hand over Holly’s arm. “Holly speaks very highly of you, 


both of you.” 


“Mm, | find that hard to believe.” Danner handed one of the 
boxes to Julie so he could shake Nick’s hand. “Julie, yes. Me, 
not so much. If it’s true, | need to try harder. But thanks 
anyway. It is good to see you both, and doing well, it looks 
like.” 


“Much better now.” Nick turned and nudged his nose 
against Holly’s cheek. “Thanks to Holly.” 


“He has that effect on people,” Danner said. 
“Who, me?” Holly didn’t have to feign being 
baffled at that. 
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“Yes, you,” Julie said. “Come on, we didn’t stop by that 
pastry shop you like just to stand around and wave the box 
at you until you notice.” 


“Yes, and you missed out on all this...stuff...from the Mexico 
trip,” Danner said direly, giving Holly a look that said the 
trip had been fifty percent less fun— 


and therefore a hundred percent worse—without him. 
“Put that down for now.” Julie snapped her fingers. 


“Holly can open it later.” She looked over at Nick. “As long 
as you don’t mind.” 


“She’s cranky without her coffee,” Danner 
muttered. 


Nick nodded his permission. “That’s fine.” Behind them, the 
coffeemaker stopped burbling. “We have coffee if you’d care 
to join us for some.” 


“We would, yes, or at least | would.” Julie handed the box of 
pastries off to Nick so Holly could help her with her coat. 
“For everyone’s protection, | should have a cup. Dann, you 
should have some, or a soda, so you don’t get that 
headache back.” 


“New York hates me,” Danner explained as he put Holly’s 
things behind the sofa. “It always gives me a headache, 
with the pointy-ness.” 


“Or, you Know, you could chew gum on the 


airplane so your ears clear, among other things that you 
refused to do,” Julie pointed out. 


“I’m not five, ” Danner sputtered. 
“Only because your driver’s license says 
otherwise,” Holly said, taking Danner’s coat as well. 


He loved having them around; it felt good. He was still a 
little anxious about how Nick would fit in, but that was 
fading. 
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Nick returned with a plate of pastries in one hand and four 
Small plates with napkins piled on top in the other. He set 
both on the table in front of the love seat. 


“So dealing with the store manager didn’t go well?” 


Nick smiled sympathetically and gestured for Danner and 
Julie to sit. 


“Typical entitled prick,” Danner said. “You know, the kind of 
guy who thinks he should be paid for not doing his job, 
because it’s not fair he has to do actual work.” 


Holly snorted. “When | asked him why he hadn't changed 
the displays to get ready for the summer gear, he said, ‘You 
mean you're not gonna do it while you’re here?’” He 
finished hanging up the coats and came back over, in range 
for Danner to poke him in the ribs with a fist. Holly poked 
back and got a whack in return. “Do | have errand boy and 
punching bag on my job contract? Huh?” He jabbed his 
fingers into Danner’s side and dug in, making Danner 
double over with laughter. 


Nick looked at Julie, grinning, eyebrows raised. 
“Are you sure having two of them is better than just one?” 


Julie laughed as she settled on the love seat, looking far too 
prim and proper to be associating with either of them. 
“Actually, yes. Otherwise I’m on the receiving end of Let’s 
Play Punch.’” 


Holly got an arm around Danner’s neck and leaned in, 
careful to keep Danner off balance so he couldn’t brace 
himself and lift Holly up. Most people didn’t appreciate the 
strategy involved in fucking around in ò 
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close quarters. Danner elbowed Holly in the inner thigh—too 
high up for comfort—and Holly shoved Danner down and 
away, then skittered behind him while he was staggering 
upright before he pitched into the table. 


Nick made a thoughtful, humming sound as he 
looked over at Holly and Danner. “I see your point.” 


He sat down on the hearth of the fireplace and flashed Julie 
a grin. “I think l'Il stick with the one I’ve got, though.” 


“When I say stop, I’m ruining everything. When Holly says 
stop, he has a point. Irritates me no end. 


And he has that authentic golden-boy vibe that makes 
people want to sign on the dotted line.” Julie cleared her 
throat. “I am lacking a coffee, gentlemen. So is Nick.” 


“PIL get it.” Holly cuffed Danner in the head and danced 
away. “You get my stuff you brought me.” 


“I don’t know if you deserve it now.” Danner ran his hands 
through his brassy curls to sort them out as he came over to 
grab the bags he’d stashed behind the sofa. “The way you 
beat me.” 


“I do so,” Holly shot back. “You love me. | got that graffiti 
collective to work on the new skatepark for the cost of 
supplies. And they’re doing that new logo at the store.” 


“Well...” Danner grumbled and wandered back to 


sit on the floor by Julie’s feet, the bags in his lap. “I guess 
so.” 


“You know so.” Holly really had missed Danner. 

He poured three cups of coffee and brought them over. 
He crouched by Nick’s chair to hand Nick’s coffee 242 
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over. “May | please have some coffee?” he asked sweetly. 
Nick took the cup with one hand and touched 

Holly’s cheek with the other, petting. “You may.” 


As Holly got up to get his coffee, he realized it might look 
odd, asking Nick for permission. But first, it was Dann and 
Jules, and they had odd wrapped up and signed to a five- 
year contract. He knew damn well there wasn’t much 
difference between him and 


Danner, and it went further than the attitude and the bed- 
head. 


Second, he’d rather have people think he was odd than not 
do it. Of course he could get himself a damn cup of coffee. 
That wasn’t the point. The point was it reminded him Nick 
loved him and wanted the best for him, that Nick wasn’t 
going to let him screw up or fall down. 


Holly brought his coffee back and snagged a 


chocolate croissant from the plate on the table. Then he 
came around to kick Danner lightly in the head before 
sitting on the love seat next to Julie. Danner punched him in 
the shin for the kick. 


“Shit. ” Danner shook his hand. “You're bony.” 


“There’s a rude joke in there somewhere,” Holly said 
cheerfully, then took a bite of his chocolate croissant. Mm, 
chocolate. 


“No, there isn’t.” Julie grabbed a plate and napkin and 
dumped them in his lap as croissant flakes began drifting 
down. “I was wondering when we might get you back,” Julie 
continued, “in spite of your sixth-grade sense of humor.” 
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Good question. Holly looked over at Nick. It all depended on 
Nick anyway. “As soon as | can,” he said. “Depends...” 


“Wednesday is supposed to be the last mediation, and then 
—in theory—I’m free,” Nick said. 


Holly knew Caroline hadn’t been exactly amenable to the 
divorce terms in the last two meetings, so there were no 
guarantees, but Max had submitted his testimony about 
their relationship, so it wasn’t as though she could back out 
now. Frankly Caroline could shove it up her cheating—Holly 
cut the thought off as it rose. He didn’t want to ruin his 
appetite. 


“Competition season is starting, that’s all,” Danner 
explained. He twisted to shove something in a plastic 
package at Holly. A new handheld videogame, it looked like. 
“Awesome graphics.” And head-to-head play. 


“Get bored of me not playing with you?” Holly took another 
bite of croissant, then put it and the plate on the table. “l 
always said they should have taught us this in school.” 


“Are you moving, then?” Julie asked Nick. Holly was half 
listening to them, half struggling with the plastic packaging. 
Of course Nick was moving. 


“There’s no reason for me to stay in New York. 


And one very good reason to go.” It sounded like Nick was 
talking about Caroline, getting away from her, but Holly 
knew Nick really meant him. Holly caught Julie giving him a 
worried glance. 


“It’s all good,” Holly reassured her. Things could hardly have 
been better. “Really. l'Il be back on the road in no time.” 
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“Nick should come with.” Danner dug a box out of one of 
the bags and shoved it into Holly’s lap. A new netbook. 
Some companies were shameless about 


trying to get some product placement. From the box, it 
looked like it had some nice detailing, though. “I mean, 
whenever. Gotta keep the help happy.” 


“Hey, | can function on my own, you know.” Holly knocked 
Danner on the head with the package that still refused to 
open. 


“Uh-uh.” Danner dumped more things in his lap: a carabiner 
keychain with a skateboard charm and a case that looked 
like it held sunglasses. “With the heavy sighing and the 


pining and all. Not to mention the emergency plane tickets 
when boo-boo breaks a nail.” 


A teddy bear in a skull hoodie attacked Holly’s foot with a 
growl—Danner still had no ability to resist stuffed animals. It 
was part of his charm. 


Holly gave Nick a pout. “You see what | have to put up 
with?” 


“You poor baby.” Nick looked more amused than 
sympathetic. Bastard. 


“Hey, whose side are you on?” Holly stuck his tongue out at 
Nick. It was so unfair. And he couldn’t get this damn 
package open. “Everyone’s against me.” 


Holly got his teeth into the corner of it, trying to rip it open. 
Nick just laughed. “Do you need help with that?” 


“M fid.” Holly knew he wasn’t going to be able to defeat the 
package with his teeth. Damn. “I’b geddig de sizzizz.” He 
stepped over Danner, and the bear that was biting his 
ankles, and headed for the kitchen. 


Ò 

Anah Crow and Dianne Fox 

245 

“See, not every guy breaks a tooth opening things,” 


Julie said to Danner. 


“Hey! That was a beer bottle,” Danner said 


defensively. “Damn Germans and their fancy non- 
twist-off caps.” 
“I have never done that!” Holly said, turning up his nose. 


Of course not. He always checked for the twist-off arrow on 
the cap. There was that incident with the champagne bottle, 
though. College. Holly had missed college, right up until 
he’d met Sierra. Part of him had never left, not until he’d 
gotten himself in trouble. 


Now he knew he could carry what had made him 


popular there out into the world, that it wasn’t just some 
smoke screen. Nick didn’t bring up the 


champagne bottle, but he did give Holly a raised eyebrow 
and a grin, so Holly knew he remembered. 


“Oh, never,” he said instead. 


“Shut up,” Holly said, laughing. He found the scissors put 
away neatly...where he’d put them. That was still such an 
odd feeling, to be the one putting things right. “I was young 
and stupid then.” 


Seven years ago. Hell, he’d been young and stupid last year. 
It felt like the last decade had been one long, slow fall that 
started when his mother’s health collapsed. He missed his 
mother so much. Her mental illness had never kept her from 
being a good mom, when she could be. The rest of the time, 
taking care of her had given him something to do, focus for 
his life. 


He hadn’t stopped falling until Nick shoved back into his life. 


Holly looked over his shoulder when a burst of laughter split 
the haze of his thoughts. Apparently the 246 
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little bear in the skull hoodie was tougher than it looked, 
because in spite of being six inches tall, it had Danner 
pinned to the ground by the throat. Holly had escaped just 
in time, it seemed. If he and Danner were left alone 
together, they’d die of exhaustion in a month, or kill each 
other in some horrible skateboard-and-pie-and-motorboat 
accident. 


On the other hand, Danner was proof Holly had never really 
been being carefree. He’d been careless and angry and 
stupid, but not carefree. Danner was the real deal. The 
whole world loved Danner for real, always had, and it 
showed. Holly picked up the packaging and tossed it out, 
then put the scissors away again. When he came back to sit 
down, he didn’t go back to his seat—he sat by Nick’s feet 
and leaned his head against Nick’s knee. 


Nick’s fingers slid through Holly’s hair and then settled at 
the back of his neck. Nick leaned over to nuzzle the top of 
Holly’s head. “You okay?” 


“lam now.” Holly tipped his head back for a kiss. 
Nick kissed him softly, so softly. “I know.” 
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“I don’t know why you're acting so surprised,” Nick 
muttered, ignoring the shushing sounds his lawyer was 
making. “You signed the prenup.” 


“You're deliberately screwing me over,” Caroline hissed. 
“Living off your trust fund so you don’t have to get a job, 
just so you won't have to pay alimony.” 


Nick smiled coldly and shook his head. “Not at all. 


| don’t plan to touch my trust fund. Holly’s making plenty of 
money to support us both.” 


Caroline’s eyes widened, and she made a very 


satisfying choking sound. “I knew it. | Knew you weren’t just 
helping him out of that mess he got himself into in L.A.” 


That made Nick laugh. “Oh no. You don’t get to project on to 
me like that. | never cheated on you. | fucking should have, 
but | didn’t. And Holly wouldn’t have tried. He knows me 
well enough for that, even if you don’t.” 


Finally Nick’s lawyer gave up on shushing and grabbed his 
arm. 


“Shut up,” she muttered. “Just sign the damn 
divorce papers and get it done.” 


She had a point. Nick looked at the stack of papers in front 
of him, ignoring Caroline’s bitter grumbling, and signed his 
name on all the appropriate lines. In triplicate. Every scratch 
of the pen on the paper felt 248 
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like driving coffin nails into his old life. He was ready for it. 


The mistakes he’d made with Caroline, he’d never make 
again. He’d built his life on a foundation made of goals and 
ideals that had never been real for him. 


No wonder his life had fallen down when he’d been forced to 
face reality. Holly was real, how he felt about Holly was real 
and if he built his new life on that, he couldn’t go wrong. 


He pushed the forms over to his lawyer, who 
double-checked them and then passed them to 


Caroline’s lawyer. Nick and Caroline weren’t allowed to hand 
things to each other anymore, not after the way the first 
meeting had devolved into a shower of shredded paper and 
shouted insults. 


He’d been Odysseus, trapped on Ogygia, and now Calypso 
had set him free. He could finally go home to Penelope. To 
Holly. Nick smiled the whole way out of the building and 
looked up at the sky to feel the sunlight on his face. One life 
was over; a new one was beginning, and Nick was looking 
forward to every moment of it. 


He promised to call his lawyer in the morning to check that 
the papers had been filed, and then waved her off so he 
could hail a cab in peace. After the most grueling three 
hours in his life, that was all he wanted: peace. And Holly. 


While he was watching for a passing flash of 


yellow with its numbers lit up, a headline from a nearby 
newsstand caught Nick’s attention: Senator Ingalls Wins 
Divorce, Party Nomination. 
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He’d once wondered if infidelity could be a good thing—he 
had his answer now. Infidelity was a harsh light that burned 
through the illusion of a perfect life. 


It also illuminated what was real, if you didn’t turn away. Or 
—Nick couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled up—if what 
was real wouldn’t leave you alone. 


As he slid into the back of a taxi and gave his address, Nick 
pulled out his phone and flicked through the contact list 
until he came to Holly’s name. Letting his head fall back 
against the headrest, he listened to the phone ring and 
waited to hear Holly’s voice. 


“Miss me?” Holly’s voice was warm, with an 
undercurrent of laughter. 


It was so good to hear Holly happy like that and to know he 
was the cause of it. “l'II show you how much when | get 
home.” 


“This is why | should have gone with you.” Nick could hear 
Holly throw himself down, probably onto the love seat. “You 
could show me now.” 


Holly hadn't been allowed to come along because Nick 
hadn’t been sure he could pry Holly off Caroline if they got 
into it. Well, no. He was sure he could’ve. 


He just wasn’t sure he would’ve wanted to. 
“You could show me,” Nick suggested. He was 


inexplicably fond of the way Holly pouted. “Or don’t you 
miss me?” 


“I miss you so ridiculously much that people are mistaking 
me for one of those weepy blond boys in Japanese comic 
porn.” Holly snuffled slightly. “An elderly mafioso at the 
bodega offered me lollipops and a pony to go home with 
him because the sight of pain 250 
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au chocolat made me burst into tears. That’s how much | 
miss you.” 


Nick muffled a laugh. “Lollipops and a pony, hm? 


I’m not as big as a horse, but | do have something you could 
lick.” 


Holly made a mewling noise. “Now I’m all 
hungry.” 


That was such a sweet noise, and it gave Nick all sorts of 
ideas. He loosened his tie and checked out the window to 
see where he was. Plenty of time. “Mmm, if | were there... 
Use your fingers until | get there and give you what you 
really want. Three of them. Be careful with your teeth when 
you're sucking me off. | have very sensitive skin, after all— 
l'Il feel it if you’re not.” 


“Yes, Nick.” Holly’s voice had changed completely in an 
instant; the laughter was gone and it was breathy and 
velvety and as submissive as a bowed head. 


Something deep inside Nick answered that tone, and his 
tension faded to nothing, as though that were all he’d 
needed to center himself again. 


Nick could hear a muffled whimper and wet noises. 


God, that sounded exactly like Holly was sucking him off. 
“Just like that. You’re so good, Holly.” Nick closed his eyes 
and imagined what Holly looked like right now. “Are you 
dressed? Open your pants. | want you to touch yourself 
while you suck me.” 


“lam... 1...” There was a shuffle and a click. 
“Earpiece.” There was the sound of a zipper lowering. 


“Jeans are open,” Holly said softly. “I’m not wearing 
anything underneath. Talking to you, hearing your ò 
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voice, it makes me hard. That’s how much I miss you. 


All of me wants you here. Your hands are softer than mine, 
but I’ve pretended it was you so long that it doesn’t matter.” 


That hit Nick right in the gut and he had to push down the 
regret so he could focus on Holly now. “It is me. This time, 
it’s me. That it’s your hand doesn’t matter. I’m right here 
with you, and I want it. It’s me.” 


“Oh, fuck.” The words came out on a moan. 
“Just...just you wanting it...” Holly sounded so naked. 


But he didn’t speak again. Nick heard Holly sucking his 
fingers into his mouth. 


They both needed this, Nick realized. Not just him, not just 
Holly. It wasn’t letting Holly submit to him that was going to 
make their relationship work; it was needing it. And listening 


to Holly like that, knowing he had done that to him, made 
Nick need it more than anything. 


“I want it. | want you. Exactly like this. | want to hear you 
like this, my dick in your mouth, my hands on your body. | 
want to know all | have to do is tell you, and you'll do it. | 
want you naked, on your knees, all the time.” 


Holly whimpered and Nick could hear wet noises. 
He could imagine Holly’s tanned hand pumping 


around his hard cock, hips rocking to fuck his cock through 
the circle of palm and fingers. 


“Anything,” Holly gasped at last. “I need you, Nick. So much. 
Please, | need you now. | want you so much.” 


The cab stopped, and Nick opened his eyes to see they’d 
pulled up in front of his apartment building. 


There was no sense of embarrassment, only 
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satisfaction, as he leaned forward to pass money over the 
seat to the driver. With a quick wave, he slipped out of the 
car and headed inside. “I want you on your knees,” he said, 
taking the stairs two at a time. 


“Yes, Nick.” Nick heard him moving and the rustle of fabric. 
“I’m being good.” Holly’s voice was so sweet and needy. 


“You are. | know you are.” Nick finally made it to the fourth 
floor and fished his keys out of his pocket. 


God, he wanted to be through that door and inside now. 
“You're so good.” The key slid home, and Nick opened the 
door, immediately looking for Holly. 


Holly was kneeling in front of the couch, sitting back on his 
heels with his knees apart. He was looking down, head 
bowed, but as Nick had ordered, he had three fingers of one 
hand in his mouth and the other hand on his dick, jerking 
off. He wasn’t still; he was writhing and whimpering. Nick 
could see Holly’s long fingers sliding in to the last knuckle, 
watch the hand on his dick bring clear beads of fluid welling 
out of the slit. 


That was beautiful. Nick barely managed to get the door 
closed before he shoved his phone into his pocket and said, 
“Come for me.” 


Holly’s blue eyes were so wide and innocent and trusting 
and free of guile. This could have been something degrading 
or controlling, but it wasn’t, it was right, and everything 
about Holly said it was so. 


He jerked and came with the next stroke of his hand, 
spattering the glossy hardwood with streaks of come. 


His fingers in his mouth silenced his moans, but the ò 
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shudders through his body spoke for him. And his sweet 
blue gaze never left Nick’s face. 


“God, you are so fucking beautiful.” Nick crossed the room 
in three quick strides and got his hand in Holly’s hair, 
tugging Holly’s head back so he was looking up at Nick. So 


beautiful. “Fingers out of your mouth,” he said, stripping 
open his fly with his other hand. 


Holly slid his fingers out of his mouth; his parted lips were 
red and slick and swollen. His breath came too fast, and he 
trembled with anticipation. Nick ran his thumb over Holly’s 
lower lip. 


“You're so good.” Pulling his cock out, Nick 


guided Holly with the hand in his hair, drawing him forward. 
“So good.” The sigh that escaped Holly’s lips was pure 
contentment. He met Nick’s cock with his tongue first, 
coaxing it into his mouth. Whimpering, he leaned in to take 
it all. 


Nick couldn’t hold back a moan. Holly’s mouth was hot and 
wet and perfect and, God, Holly knew exactly what he was 
doing with that clever tongue of his too. Holly was 
completely into it, like he was grateful to have Nick’s cock in 
his mouth. He clasped his hands behind his back and took 
Nick in deep, over and over again, sucking and licking and 
moaning. 


Nick had been imagining this the whole drive 


home, picturing Holly like this. Being here, seeing it and 
feeling it, was so much better. Nick just let go and fucked 
Holly’s mouth, letting the pleasure overwhelm him. The heat 
welling up inside him finally spilled out as he came. 


Holly’s eyes fluttered shut, and he moaned as he took Nick 
in deep and swallowed everything he had to 254 
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give, unwilling to yield any of it, no matter how hard Nick 
fucked his mouth. He looked blissful, without a hint of 
tension in him. 


Slowly, Nick pulled out and gentled his touch to Holly’s hair. 
This—his relationship with Holly—was nothing he’d ever 
expected or imagined, but it was everything he needed. 
Who he was with Holly felt natural, more real than anything 
ever had. He didn’t need to read minds to see Holly felt as 
right as he did. 


Holly’s sweet expression and the contentment in every line 
of his body spoke volumes. Holly looked younger than he 
had at Nick’s wedding, fresh and whole. 


Nick tucked himself away and zipped up, then 


moved to sit on the love seat. He could still reach Holly from 
there, but it wasn’t close enough. “Come here,” he said, 
holding out his hand to draw Holly in. 


Holly crawled over to Nick’s feet and put one hand on Nick’s 
knee, silently asking permission to come up, like a puppy. 
He’d done it often enough before, but Nick had never been 
Sure it wasn’t just some joke, especially the way Holly would 
bully into his lap or bed other times. Now he was seeing this 
had been there all along, hidden under shame and 


misunderstanding and fear. 
Nick nodded. “All the way.” 


Holly crept up next to him, putting his head in Nick’s lap 
with a sigh. He rubbed his cheek against Nick’s leg and then 
wriggled to lie on his back and look up at Nick. Nick stroked 
soft blond curls back from Holly’s face and smiled down at 
him. 


“| love you.” 
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“Į love you too.” Holly’s voice was soft and husky, like his 
throat was sore. “You make me happy. Always have.” 


Trailing his fingers down Holly’s cheek to his jaw and then 
his throat, Nick petted the soft skin there. 


Holly made him happy too, in ways he hadn’t even realized 

he’d been missing until he’d brought Holly back into his life. 
He caught Holly’s hand in his and drew it up so he could see 
his ring on Holly’s finger. 


“You make me happy too,” he said, nudging the ring with his 
thumb, rotating it back and forth. “Very happy.” 


“You're not having that back,” Holly said. He looked wary, 
still waiting to be hurt. Nick wouldn’t make the same 
mistakes again. 


“I don’t want it back.” Nick let go of Holly’s hand and 
cupped his cheek instead, leaning over to kiss him on the 
mouth. “I want it on your hand, a little piece of me with you, 
always.” 


Holly slid that hand into Nick’s hair and kissed him fiercely, 
unwilling to stop for a long time. When he relaxed into 
Nick’s lap, his cheeks were flushed and his eyes were bright 
with emotion. 


“I’m never taking it off,” he said roughly. “It reminds me that 
| promised to live by your rules. | keep it on because | want 
that.” 


Nick felt like the luckiest man in the world. Second chances 
didn’t come along more than once in a lifetime, and he 
wasn’t about to let this one slip by. He was going to savor 
every second of his life with Holly. 


“You keep the ring,” he said. “lIl keep you.” 
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